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Extraordinary Fidelity 





Nichalas Dujmovie 


Shot down on their 
first operational 
mission, Downey and 
Fecteau spent two 
decades im communist 
prisons. 
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Nicholas Dafevvwie ig a OTA 
historian. (0) 
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Two CIA Prisoners in China, 1952-1973.(U) 
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Beipnig'’s capture, impriaoument,, 
uid eventual ralense of CHA affic- 
ave. Jubn T. Downey and Richa) 
G. Pocteau is an amazing atery 
that few OLA officers know abant 
today, Shot dove over Comma 
nist Ching on thoi first opera- 
tional mission in 1982, these 
FUADE mend dpont the next two 
deoados linprisaned, often in aali~ 
tary conkinemenk, while their 
powornmont affieislly dented they 
wert CLA wfivers. Fecteas was 
gebeased in 1971, Deveney in 
1978. They wane Roane to on 
Antiorive vagy different from the 
country they bad Left, but beth 
cdfusiad surprisingly well and 
have ainos lived full lives. (0), 


Even though Downey and Feet- 
eat were welzomed back as 
heroes hy the CLA damily more 
than 40 years ago andl thoir story 
haa bean. covered In oper Htora 
fure-—albett in, ahart and gener 
ally flawed accounte— 
institational meamary regarding 
these brave offisurs has dimmed. 
Their ordeal ia nak well knw 
among today's allicers, padging by 
the surprise and weodor CLA his- 
fovians encounter whon culating it 
in internal lectures and training 
conse. The Downy Roches case 
aa never been treated in Studies 
in dntelligener ard is wleust 
wholly absent from classified his- 
doxies.? Tatil nov, most members 
lout 16 better information. on the 
€4ae than that available te the 
geweral public. (0) 
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This atory ia important as a part 
of US intelligence history because 
it: dumunatrates the risks of opera 
tions Land the consequences af 
aperational error), the qualities of 
character ninséeary to endure 
hardship, and the polenutial daz- 
nge to repatations through the 
‘persistuace of falae stories about 
pest events. Above all, the saga af 
John Downey aid Richard Feet- 
au is about remarkable fiithful- 
ness, shen. mot eniky by the men. 
who were deprived of their free 
dom, but alec by an Apenwy that 
naver gave wp hope, While it was 
through operational mishde- 
ments that-those two spenti much 
of their adulfiqaed. in Chincse pris- 
ong, the Ageney, at least in part, 
redeemed itself through Hs later 
care for the men from whor, years 
had been stolen, (U7) 
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) Dapeng’ aiid Pichon. CLA affiliation was ge. 
‘gealcd a curly oe (957 by a disgrentod diene 
USIA afficial, Charles Gamelan, anid by macky 
enegmts thes Ageney, sath as Gavhl Wiles and 
Thurs Rese, She fautalite Cannes (New 
“Vark: Reestin Hower, 1964) Lateriirief peat. 
ancats can be Casad in Wilken oltiy and Mews 
Jiochatthe, ttvatse evidafee Meares dy Life din thes O04, 


; tMnw Wiek: Simon & Sehr, (4789, whe 


foomer Director af Canal Titelligunce Colby 
Nloodlies Cowmey and Becteau ay CTA agent! 
John Bacalage, The dgeness The Sie ond He- 
ieftaan af elie GHA, [Siew “dorks: Sintows db Setusten, 
Tati); Wiliam Leary, Pantous Minion: Che 
Als Trager and Covarepeenadions in Asia 
(Whinersity of Alabama Press, 1d, Neen 
Palenar and ‘Tana Alka, The Bacyclapedia nf 
Signintige (New York: Gramercy, 190%y Tal, 
Cup, Phe Hood af hones (aw Yorc Donkdediy, 
2K a sial Sones Lille, Clie Minne (lowe ‘eek: 
Public si¥agne, 2004). ‘Tee gothic silos can Laney 
oC det tase atihe fnterustional Sey Museuny ta 
‘Washington, DM, and tarceaghe the ducsriar's SVee 
poets, (55 








SEC 
soners in Ching 


The Operational Context (OH link up with lowal guerriHa forces, 
collect Intelligence and possibly 

Jolin Downey and Richard Pect- angage in sabotage and payeho- 

bau were youth] CLA perumili- logics warfare, and report back 





reece eee oe 


tary offfcors: Dewnoy, born in 
Connection, had entered the CLA 
in dune 1951, after gratdeating 
Trond Yale; Paetewn, from Massa 
chusetts, entered an dety o few 
munths later, having graduated 
from Boston University, Both 
mien hed heen varsity football 
players, and bell ware outgoing 
and engaging with noted senses 
if ema. They were stationed at 
eae thets first over- 
: it, when the aliant- 


dinvn oecurnod.@ (Ut 








By the tims of Downey's and Fee 
fea’ ‘5 A ae the record of ° 






wd not good, Heeanae 
of resource consiexints the train 
ing of Chinese agents 





By late 1882, the Korean War 
had been going on for move than. 
two vears, Aocounts teflon dene 
tify that wert as the sensen fir the 
operation Downey dnd Fectaat 











ware pecticpenme st The cocend team ISTATOMA} 

comprised five ethnic Chinese 
plished by aniall pace nf CLA dropped into | 
trained ethnic Chinces agents, Manchavia in mid-July " 
penerally inserted through ait Downey wae well kncen, to the 
teops. Drawing from. he OSS STAROMA operatives because he 
experiance in Kurope duriag had trained tham. The trom 

fi thao World War 11, the teus were to quickly catablished radio contact 
DTieormleat classtiied sistoey of Hes CLA weed with nd was regupplied 
mn tcaininge| ( - by ni iat and Ootabes, A 





aixth SRAROMA team member, 
intended as 4 courier between, 
the team and, nals 
dropped in Saptanttn in early 
Movember, the team reported 
oontact with a local guerrilla 
lender and said had obtained 
needed operational dewuments 
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gun's incercesaitos miciiivins Ihatn ab al), | 





3 Fell, 1300, Wandira Rubee, Ci and Chis 
F wein the Tiss of Mace" anpubtished O€4 Hisiory 
iowa und Risin && Pessean, Glagader, Staff paper, Caner fac ue Sady of InveSigenes. 
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HCH AG _ aaa 
requested airoxhliration of the 


couriet, 


Arthat time, the technique der 
sonal pickup involved flying an 
alrerals at low allitude and book. 
ing a line elevated between bye 
polos. The line wud dumnecbad te a. 
harness in which the ageutoma 
atrapped. Once aishbamne, the man 
eae Lx be wincherl jute the air 
craft, This technique required ayre~ 
cialiced training, bode tor thea pilote 
ofthe aireredt, rovided by 






and tor the two men 


sis souuld oporate Lhe wine, 
Pilots Murman Sehwrarts and Rub: 
ert Snoddy baal ruined in the 
aerial pickup techniqes durigg the 
fall of 1908 and were willing te 
undertake the: mission, oo ay 





ata sancaeuiely 2400 hours” 
gn 26 November? [| 


‘The question af wha would apie. 
ate the vince, however, was 
still Eo be resolved, Originally, 
Cltiness crewmen wer to he 
used, but time waa foe short te 
fully train them, Instead, tera 
CAT pergonnel trained in the 

pr Titers urd ¥ ware identified. fur 





sion because they lucked an 
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The team was 
hurriedly trained in 
Sets fst 
an arate _the breach. They were flown to 
PPOCOMUPES. nd harrieddy trained in 
ai he precedure during the week 
5 5 of24 November. { 


Secret clearances. Dawney, wha — Late an 29 November, Downey 






had boen at or about a and Fecteau boarded Schwarts 
yeat and FechGh0T whe had ant Sreddy'e olive deah C17 and 


took off for the sendosvoua. pont 
in Chinese Communist Manchu- 
tha, scone €O0U miiles aveny Di was & 
quiet, uneventful flight of lesa 
than throu hota. The moon was 
nearly full sod wisibility was 
osedllant, zat one point, Feeteas 
npened a survival kit see wotert 
that tha S2-caliber pistol therein 
had no anrmusition—jolcing abunt 
that was the only conversation the 
deen, had on the fight" 


arrived in. the firet woek of 
November, were direvked to (if 


















tise edi the Sk ack ae ewoped | it 
the Late 106 ee eather a. 
nore radiretantar wind the “All 
Aanencun™ xyatem, ihr tee army Aur Bore tai 
sanded ducing World Bar TL fresa.a syste, ba 


pick sup mail bays, 


i 











Mission Gone dowry 1 


Tha (27 aircraft, with ite CAT 
pilots and CHA eres, wad head 
ing for a trap. 











tainly had tald Chinese authori- 
tice everything thay knew about 
the operation, as well as the CLA 
mon wml facilities aasoclabed 
with it, Prom the wag the 
aaakush was conducked, 7 wie 
eloay that the Chingee Canute 
qists knew exacthrwhat to cepert 
when the (-47 arrived at the 
pickup point. 








> Fla Bost Division Saker ussonved thal 
STAROMA probally had been eangin and docs 
Mad joumediately after tte feeuttios ia Lady. [P 











A members almacet cer 





Reathing the designated aren. 
avonnd midnight, the alreraft, 
yoorived the proper receani tion 
signal from the praund.4 Dawney 
ard Ferieau pushed owt supplies 
for the taam—Loidk and aquip- 
ment needed fir the aerial 
pickop. Then Schwartz and 
Sunddy tiew the aircralt away 
foam the arca to allow the 
STAROMA team tate to set up 
the poles and line for the 
“enatch,” Reburalig about 45 
minutes later aad reveiving a 
ready signal, the Oat? flew a dry 
von by the pickup pedet, which 
served both: by orient the pilots 
and bo dlevt the man. being eadil- - 
teated that the next pass would. 
be dor hin Copilot Snoddy came 
‘back mesnrenkarily to dhe reas of 
the sirevatt te make suco Downey 
and Fecteau wore ready, On the 
moonlit landscape, firur or five 
poople could be seen on the 
ground. Cme man was in the 
pickup harness, facing the paths 
of the aireradt, 


Ag the C-47 came in low for the 
Pickug, fying nearly at its atall 


sats 


SET ro teverilasenons au toil fee 
Wt Maske Ny Minetean Vines is Chhicse 
Prison,” Hinde Afoganiny, Sivecibes FANS; Ri 
hand Pautsie letter to Bik Kirsinger (ibe, 
sepweme’s nephew), 1 Jats Aidad-—cogy ip aus 
hot" posseesias, 

* [raltihriokings BT Rine? base, Barienn reser: 
dreredl the reconiti sigzal xa a Nadaliphs pian, 
‘Downey Gemght i cospicdl tees homtices. 
Beth were ane 





2 ae mn MU hp ct onvenstbatl nati sea ao oaet Ka’ 





speed of arowril 60 knots, white 
sheets that had been eanmuilag- 
jog two anti-alroraft guns on the 
anowy terrain flew off and gun« 
fire erupted at the very moment 
the pickup was to have been 
made, The gune straddled the - 
Might path, enabling a murder: 
aus crossfire. At thie poink, a. 
erowd of men. emerpod from the 
woods? Whether by eeliex ox 
porposefully, the pilots directed 
fhe aireraft’s nose up, preventing 
ax inunediate crash; however, the 
engines cut oat and the aireralt 
#lided te a enntrolled vrach 
among some trees, breaking bn 
toro with the nase in the ain (LT 


Downey and Becteau had been 
acoured to the aircraft with, haz 
nosses © keep them from falling 
oxt during the windhing, On 
fpact, both alid slong the dloor 
af the alreraft, cushioned some- 
what by their heavy winter cloth- 
ing. Feeteen's harness broke, 
vausing him bo crash inte the, 
bulldiead separating tus main 
body of the atreratt from the 
pmicpit, which, he later eaid, gave 
him a bump en his howd “you 
cond hang poor sont on.” (0) 


8 Dining wecully pobtinhed a highly fancifal, be- 
scienlly writen rerakit of ovente hat aight, whieh 
elaine the Chivese swalied the CUA sinceall wis 
$4 gang —tellf ccdhesh mahien pons, the est avai 
Benth eeod--aking with 100 armed security 
fons, al of wkcks Finca ad xe pian Trp aiccerant: 
ise gscerte lint Domes and Pectewn-earssaat the 
fre saad ares before wutrermbecing. See "The 
Wipe Our otiie American. Spine in Aan Ta Ciaii~ 
tg! in Decunentany Cor the Raqgoeeed my Seated dhe 
TAR onl alll ores, (sling: China Laciary His 
fry Tubtishing Hous, 2600}—tosnslatinn ace 
quinid ky Bes Rircliger (pilot Schownante’e 
weghee| end in this cuties sy possession, CY 
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One than auilering bruises and 
being shaken up, Deweey and 
Feeteatd weir axbromely forku- 
nate in being wolurt, The Chi. 
nese apparently had tareeted the. 
cockpit, with gucftvs passing 
through Uhe floor in. the forward 
part of the atveradt but stopping 
short of where Downey and lect- 
ean kad been stabtoned, although 
une bullet singed Dawney's 
cheek. Meanwhile, tracer bullets 
had ignited tha fuel. Beth wen 
tried to got Lo the evelepit to check 
un the pilote, who were not 
answering Downey's shouts, but 
their part of the alreratt way 
burntag fieredly und the two had 
tomove away Whether diac te 
gonfire, thea lapuct, or the fire, 
the pilots died af the sceno,@ Pee 
town later remembered shanding 
wutside the aixcradt with Downey, 
beth sturmesd but conseiqus, tell- 
ing each, other that thoy ware “in 
a hell of a meas." The Chinese 
security forces dexoundled on. 
thos, “whooping and hollering? 
and they gave themselves up to 


the inevitably | 


Assessing Field 
Respocalbility (0) 


Ovor the year’, variows explana- 
Hons arose in CLA ayrthology ta 
cxplain Dawn's and Fecleau’s 
participation in. the dlwted mis- 


sion. Th ddetind ineredthle te oper 








Ate traps of tuaiations, a US Dedanse Da. 

Partrent exnwscion bene way fenatly allowed 

dnt the ana tee te Chigee: government ta 2002, 
* afhent they discavend fragments of the aleceath, 
Tes Taye: UNM, the fea feasrad Goonne cand path dong 
Tiaiits, which hierwere hhentified ag Kedeet Si 
. Rg ve. ce recnadns of Schueute kaze. 
bem Kecitied (U9 
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We're in a hell 
af a 
mess? 


39 


akions. officers that twa CLA. 
tanplovers, damiliar with opera- 
tong, lecations, and personnal, 
wold he aent on a miasion that 
expoced them to posaible captare 
by the ananay: Cne of the moat 
persiabant moythe wes that the 
kero Were fineriiing. In fact, the 
yenord shows that thoy were 
directed te he on the flight and 
that there werd ne reguletions 
providing guidance te manage. 


ment in such mathe 














thal Bistie? intecetew of: 





SEORET 
Prisoners in Chigs 





us wie 


Men without a Future (0) 





The Chinese security forces 
treated Downey aul Fecteau 
roughly ag they died them up, 












Karsh HA, £ The aa ig 
d his assur 


Oy eid fy te 
ta the: sutisor ins eleptine eansretaation os 2 


Tinaacy 2008) aad eaecers e-mails, 








The prisoners were taken io a 
building in a nearby willage—paes- 
aebty 4 police glastion in Antu, 
which was nour the pickup point. 
There it became clear that the 
SPAROMA tun bad talked: 
Across the room, Bownoy saw the 
courier they wer te pick up look- 
ing al kim and nedding to a Chi- 
neae seunrity officer, a ma of 
some authority with his leather 
jacket and pistol, who polated at 
Dewney anil asid, in English, 
"You ace Jauk." Footoau rewmernt- 
bers being told, “Your future ia 
very dark.* The man Look thelr 
nar. Foeteau gave his Full 
rawe, Kichard George Fecteau, 
toowarn off potential rescners if 
the Ohinese ser. out a falas moe. 
save fvomnt hin and Downey The 
fren OLA officers, with a dugen 
armed guards, were then taken 
by teuck and train to a prisen in 
Mukden (Shenyang), the largest 
eity in Manchuria, alana SOK 
mules away In Mukden, they 
were shackled with hoary leg 
irons aad isolated in separate 
cella, | | 


Reaetion at Bone 0) 


Several hours alter the sehed- 


wed time of pos, ae a 
FO sii aniuasage fom the 


STAROMA tearn, reporting Hat 
the sualeh was avens 





wren, when the C-47 was overdas 
for its return cat the morning olf 








‘a5 
‘presumed dead: ’ The 
DCI sent letters of 
condolence. 
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30 November 1953, be 
fied GUA haadquartets 


aay tiyducted an intensive 
search of accessible sea. and Lani. 
routes, with magetive resulta. 
Director of Central Intelligence 
COCT) Walter Bedell Smith sienod 
letters of vondwlunce ta bbe men's 
families, saying “Et have iearndd 
that [your sanfyour husband] was 


18 PARRON BEY On are. 
plane fight betweat South Kores 


and Japan which is now overdue 
and that thers is grave foer that 
he may buve been boat {| 


By mid-December, the CLA had 
made the oficial determination 
that the sen, were missing in 
action: however, within, the Far 
Bast Division, the strong feeling 
waa that Downey anil Feclonu, as 





sa SGaniih lelers to Mary Dawiy 
(eT Teaatiey’s cnothery eel ue Joga ne Pecan 


[tiehend Rectena's welded, 4 Cocorber 1992, aap 
len ia DCE pen 









wall ge the pilots, were dead at 
the aeune of the intended pickup. 
Another agent team vieibed the 
cragh site in late Trecember 1952 
and fond unidentifiable body 
red ine the: forward part of the 





With nothing other than the con- 
vietinn that the Chineso Commu 
nish: woud have made 
propaganda use ofthe CLA mart 
hivl aither remained alive, the 
Ageney dachured Downey and 
Teeteue “prosuaied dead” on 

4 Derember 1058. Letters bo that 
affect wees sent to the femilies 
onder the signature of DOT Allee 
Dulles? eT 


The Interrogations (0) 


Meanwhile, of emarse, the men 
were very rouch alive, a fact 
known only to thate saptors. Sepa- 
vated in Mubalen, Downey and 
Feetean would notsee wach other 
der two yoare, Tne interragations 
began, with sessions usually last 
ing fer fos Howe, birt some aa 


long ae 24 hours straight, Sleep 
deprivation was part afthe pane 
The mea were prohibited from 
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+ tear sen enanen meal ane. att’ RENE GER EASE RPI 








sloxping during the day and the 
Chinese would invariably bau] 
then off hr middle-of-the-might 
interrogations atter a half war's 
sleep, An Dportant element of 
the Chinese technigue was ty tall 
Downey arid Foetedu that no one 
inew they were alive and that no 
one would ever now wetil the 
Chinese decided te announce the 
fact—if they over decided to do an. 
Aft the swonve thee, fhe min paw 
told thet the US government was 
ail andl did nal care abeuk them 
and that they should Arget: their 
furnilies, Downey faker said, “D 
was extremely scared... We 
were tuluted and had no idea of 
what waa poly to happen ta ne 


and had no kles: ak was going 
on in the weld" 
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Isolated, in ivons, and 
battered. 
psychologically, 
eventually both men 
talked. 
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The men were never bortared 
phystealty or, after their initial 
capture, beaten. Ferien neportad 
that he wore leg irons constantly 
forthe Bret 10 months and that 
he was aunts to stand daring 

















interrogutions to the point of fall- 
ine down fram exhaustion, ape 
tally after being caught Lying or 
blaffing. Downey remembernd 
the leg inaws and the intense pay- 
chologieal pressare of inferrogay 
tong Frenne 





Eventually bath men—isoleted 
fram cach other, battored payche- 
logically threatened vith bwrtare 
ond oxcoutiondalked, albeit, 
divulging varyiner degresa 
tweth,P a 
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Anticipating 
execution, Downey 
considered 
his life sentence ‘a 
relief’ 
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Adler thoi first five remvths in 
Wukden, the mean were moved te 
prison in Beijing, They were still 
isolated and in irons, stl ander. 
going interrogations, atill each in 
a small cell ilamineted by a dite 
gle bulb, with a sieaw matress. 
Yerbaau remembers. being told to 
sit on the floor and glace ata 
‘black dot on the wall and think 
about bis crimes, For five months 
piter the move to Halling, he wae 
not allowed a bath. His weight 
dropped by 70 pounds; Downey 
leat &) poms (0} 


Back From ihe Dead (U) 


Two years after thelr capture, the 
men sew ¢ach other far the first 
time sined the shoutdawn, They 
were put on trial together in a 
senret mnilitary procasding, the 
wuthorities apparcitly having 
been sativliod with the take from 








Jit, ‘fs even were mn ged cften annugh 
tclunt and sage tian, 


ig, he Oe a hood TI 






tadia 





che interregations. Pechuru. 
remutmbers belug marched into 
the courtroom and told te atand 
‘by Downey, who looked deapon- 
dent and who was dressed in « 
new prisan ait, Te cheer Downny 
as ies stead ext to hiv, Fecteau. 
whispered, “Who's pour tatlor?* 


p. Dewnay smiled thinly, Such 


hanier in the face af adversity - 
was needed, for the military tri- 
bunal eonvickad Diraney, the 
*Chiel Calprit,” and Fecteau, the 
“Auuistant Chief Cutprit,” of cspi- 
onage. Downey received lila 
imprisonment Fecteau, 20 years. 
Downey's immediate reaction 
waa relief, se he had assumed he 
would be executed. Fasteno could 
not hmagine even 10 years in 
prison, tut he tell sorrier fir 
Tewney than for himaell. When 
Fortesu remarked, “My wife ia 
going to die ebildless,” Downey 
broke inte laughter, angering the 
guarde] | 


That day, 23 November 1454, 
almost a year aller the CIA pra- 
nowaced Downey and Fertoau 
"prasumod dead,” Botping 
declared them alive, in custody, 
and serving their eeatonces aa 
convicted OLA spies, The first 
that the Agency learned of it was 
thrreugh an PRIS intercept of 2 
Mew Chiru: News Agenmy broad. 
cnet, Ad the same time, the Chi- 
‘70ge arUNeed the sentencing, 
alsn for espionage, of the olficers 
and crew af a US Air Fores B-22 
sirerall, alot down over China 
some weeks after Downey's and 
Portean’s 0-47 flight (1) 
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frying to Secure Release (tJ) 




















Stwoles in lotuliigense Vet Sg, Ne t 





The DCPs proposal 
to press the 
Chinese for release 
went nowhere. 


99 


1 A posiak sunple i¢ Lary Tat and Barbers 
Beals, The Price af Haglangws dtacks yas dae 
con Sursaflione Fiighte ew York: Ballantine, 
EH), F659, This tavok: crrumecusly states Chak 
the CLS needs lave nating to de with the wae 
during: andl immediately alter thets caplinity. (Uy 
8 Richant M. Missal an, Macoremdam foe tha 
Tesund, 13 December LES, in UCT mands, 

= j ain: Rawr 


















” Por the next 18 years, EES diglo- 
mats woul bring up ihe matter 
ducing tatks with Chinese courte 
terpniris in Geneva and Warsam, 

- byt G18 ooheg that there would be 
no basgainhep, mo convessions, 
and nerecsgnition of the Com- 
munist Chinese eerorament poe 
vented mownmeint, (LP) 


The Long Wait (7} 


There may be sornd anong ua wht 
ten imagine 20 days in captivity: 
nertions a traction of those can 
imagine « full yosy deprived of lib 
erty ind gost boumon contask. Bat 
20 years? Downey and Fecteau 
have consistently sought to dywn- 
play thelr perind of buprisen- 
ments and netthor hes dane what 
axeahly too mreny former CLA 
affiners ilo theae days with fer lean 


prtppnnonene 













a ina propads 


Complaining was 
usually 
counterproductive, 
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justification: write a hook, 
Downey hag said that such a beak 
would contain "GO blank paged* 


. aad Fecteau says the whole expe- 


Hence could be sunimed. ap by the 
word “baring.” (O) 


No doubt boredomewas among 
thedy preatest enemics, but of 
eourse dhe mex are downplaying 
a aignificant ondlaal What we 
mow free the debriciings and 
other records is Ghat living candle 
tons in the first Tew pears were 
harsh, improving afler their tri- 
ale to apartet. Their sparsely Fur 
nished, amell cells wore generally 
sold and drafts and allowed dar 
little external stimul—thewin- 
dows were whitewashed and a 
dim tight bulls arned con- 
stantly, Food was simpli alsost 
exclusively view, vegetables, and 
bread, with porhapa. same maat 


picite 
fia at Golde, costar rida.) (UY 





on hokiders. Bath spent stretches 
in solitary eonligoemont that went 
on for years—one span Was aix 
years. While the most intense 
queestioning ended with their 
trial and sentencing in late 1954, 
both were subjected throughont 
te verbal insults and psycholowi- 
eal abuse, particularly of a kind 
that Fecteau culled “the whip- 
saw” inproving sondilions-—such 
as better food, access to holes, or 
a foxury each as sonp—only to 
take them: away (7) 


Worst of all were the hints at 
early relasen, In 1958, for exam- 
gle, Downey and Fectean were 
placed tugether in. a large call 
housing the Air Furce officers and. 
cree of the doweed B29, For 
three weeks, the grotp of Ameri- 
cans lived tagetier, with little 
supervision and expanded privi- 
leges. Tho Chinese allowed tin 
OLA wer to believe they would be 
released with the Air Pore 
group, ‘Then, as Downey recalls, 
“the axe full” ard he and Feel. 
eau were suddenly removerl inta 
aglitary cunfinesent. (0% 


Both men warned that conrplaia~ 
ing wea nanally counterproduc- 
Gum Cree when, Fecteau said the 
tomatoes fa his food exe him 
indigestion, all he sew for three 
weeks was tartaines. After that, 
whenever asked, “How is the 
ioad?* Peeloa wieald always 
respond with “adequate. he 
complained that thera was meat 
enough water for his wookly bath, 


4 Fectean rementlsitt once being given a food 
bucks contaming a dead spanew fn watts, “Te 
‘had net hese, cleaned: X ted been juss tolled In 
tae water nod that eae inca 
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there would he less water next 
time, Likewise, the mex learned, 
teat to request medical trontanunt 
tinh a condition wes seria 
enough, te draw attontion tu it. { | 


Insights from Captivity (1) 


Byen of Downey and Mectean do 
not cansidier their long captivity 
auitubla fhe Hierery treatment, 
thore is great vedo far today's 
intelligence officnra in how thoy 
playa te bad bamd dealt te 
them, Debriefings and other doe 
wanenits ountining the mars 
ohaarvations——mosk made shorthy 
after thelr release whan impres- 


series of “logeans learned” that 
could he relevard or others face 
tity long daptivity, 


Neeser Give Up Hope, Downey anil 
Fectesn affirmed that they 
always believed the OTA and the 
TS povernmant were doing 
svarything they could and thet. 
eventually they would be 
rHlvaeed, Both repected Chinesa 
ansertions that they had been 
abandoned, that m0 one cared 
what happened to therm, Fect« 
ead, in fark, redsoredd that he 
could newer forgel he was fui 
Amerkean and an Aperoy man— 
his captors threw it ie his thee so 
oltre that he never lost hia sense 
of identity and affiliation. Sui- 
cide wae never contemplated br 
dither man. 


Scale Daten Bxpmoietions, While 
never loshrur the strategic eonyie- 
Hon that they would return 
hone, the men learned ta be 
wary, on a tuchies] level, of devel: 
opments that wore “too good ta he 


tuuies ih iniatligonse Vek 50, We, 7 


To Facteau, the weeks 
seemed long, 
bat the months went 
fast? 
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trac.” Betwoun perinds of aalt- 
tary confinement, Jar example, 
they aften had me or fara Chi- 
neve cellnates, If cithor Downey 
or Fecteau appeared ta be get- 
dng on well with o Chinese pris 
onur, the American might find 
himself suddenly in solitary for 4. 
year, After one such “whipsay,” 
Factean was asked by a guard: 
“Are you lonely naw?" Ge the me, 
diseiptinnd Hhemeches bo lower 
expoctationa, to the point thaé 
wher Fecteau was taku to the 
Hong Kong harder in December 
T871, he tinde himeelf ateume 
that the release he bad heen 
promised was another “whip- 
saw," wntil be actually crossed 
Ge brides, Likevrise, vchen 
Downey was told in 1973 that bx 
waa being released, he reeponded 
with iodifierence, sayhig he 
wented te finish the televised 
ping-pong maten he waa watch- 
ing. He recalls, “L had a tightrein 
on ny expactations,”7 





Create a Routing, Both men sald 
that 2 was exsertial to buey 
themselves with a daily ached- 
we, ned matter hay mundane 
each task might be. The prison 
anvironment, of course, man- 
dated a cortaia routing, but 
within thet general outline, as 
Downey pot it, one could erga 
nize “a very fill program every 
day” 


T heed ny day cery Hahily sched: 
iled—rend if T muzecd sane of 
my on gelappoin ted aenodind 






SEQGHET 
Prisaqers in ON 


ments, Fa feel gnenay ae a 
reall, Hue devs really moved 
clung Whereas if you Just ait 
there ccd thin about horus, 
fooling sarry for yourself Hien 
fume can really drag, 





Dewney would leap out af bed 2 
the pricon’s morning whistle te 
‘bapin a day that involved calia- 
thenies, cleaning jis cell, mess, 
reading and studying, listening 
to the radia, und “free time” with 
books and magaaines fram, 
tome. Fortean developed a sim- 
ilar routing but varied tt by the 
day of the woels, later sayine, 
“she weeks seomed long hut the 
yoontha woot faat” The Chindse 
aliowed them various periodiesia 
like the Net Yorker and Sparta 
Tiuatrated. tn addition, prayer 
atu Bible study, ag wall as lesrn- 
ing Chinese and Russtin, com 


. posed u hiv part af Derenay's da 





Get Plyetort, Both man credit 
extireise—push-wpa, stt-upe, chin- 
ups, jogging, and othor calisthen~ 
ies Tot as long as two or three 
hours every daye-ad vital La cap. 
ing With the inactivity of pris 
coment, Feeteaa comunentod: 


I finned that, although soni: 
tires £8 cnees wary dtfflenlé da 
make myrelf doth, & ats & gret 
help to sey thorode, expecially iT 


33 AP uae the Tirst Ubnie quar, cana ae could ne: 


. ovive fetiers and ane family package per ual 


and sed ang Jem: De adtihen, they taiebned 
snontily Red Crase pockages, Ineueing mail was 
neorenedd and) rend, wills catered bivelinealele to 
the Chinese Communists wilthelé CU) 
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hive degerenuvel. FE got up 
pushed noveelf'to alo exapnisng, if 
tout make o dromendous differ 
ened in wey apivtt. doles wade 

wee feed battes, made me steers bet 
fer has it wer a. lod more the 
just plyeteal fhanefit!, The offiet 
we my mental ation, ated f 
drought of ut the Gave ax tough 
ening sey sated, ques fact 
_fromandaun, 





Keep a Seuvet Sirens far Yourself, 
While not omplicitly stated in the 
debriefiags and interciows, ida 
clear that an importust opie 
qnechenisen wes mach man’s ability 
fa fence off a part af bis mind, 
Thay asec to derive paychalagi- 
cal benedit from keapiag ite very 
existenve scovet fom, their cup 










a apt in dis 
re oupht dint, pe an, 
American and 4 CIA officer, he was 
in cumpetilion with. the guard, the 
prison, tnd the Chinese regimens, 
That helped hia selfdiseipling in 
Teel, shouting ov complaining but 
enthuring ia silence. Both men 
mported that they enjoyed telling 


their captors the appasite of what 
thoy were thick | 


Bath man used their imagina- 
lions to good affect. Downey 
enjoyed thinking, espactally in 
the presence of an inlerrogatos, 
gnard, of prison official, about 
how lis azlery was aceurmulat- 
fng—he knew that his $4,000-a- 
year sulary wie somethiog none 
of kis captors vould ever sec. 
Foetenu aadd he taught himselfte 
heceme “an expert daydreamer”: 
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They discovered ‘You 
cannet really be 
brainwashed? 
Ireneimbared avery bid dn py 
sixti-grinde clues and where 
aut one act. I pletared gepself 
feaving my Auise tn Lynn anal 
driving to Gloucester and every 

slohe Ted see on the wey... f 


wattle foae fixer hensra jist like 
that, 


Feotazan also developed comtplex 
glories involving meale-up charac 
tora—a beaut, a baseball player, a 
football player, an actor, anda 
aongwriter--dhat hasame for him 
dliowat lke watching a movie. Ag 
hte skill incroused, be could even. 
muaally change “rads.” (U3 


Rtenmanher that « Brain, Casinat be 
Wasted. Tn 185%, ramors af Ghd 
nese “brainwashing” were radii. 
pant because of the behavior of 
retorted US prisoners from Chi- 
mene custody during the Koreas 
War Tt is not surprising, ther, 
that both Downey and Fecteau 
were Ferrin, particulatly in the 
early years, that they vanild be 
tarned ints ideolagical senibles ur 
faites ba the United States, 
Their concerns were heiphtenod 
by Ciiiese rhetoric that they 
rust show trun repentance and 
rernald their thinking. While they 
were allowed nun-commanist 
ponding weberisle, from about 
1958 te 198, they were required 
to participate in daily study und 
discussions of the works af Mars, 
Lenin, and Mao: the Communist 








» Sie Abbat Glousun, Tolatiteriiviiaa: Die tana 
History of the Cabl Wort Landon: Osfard Tint 
versity Prose, F997, YEU, (ED 


Party plutiorows and the like. 
Downey, af first, was agitated by 
this, hut he Hd not revist, think- 
ing that he could fake enough 
ideological refarn te be granted a 
foes whon the 10th eye tua 
iis 1362—in ratcieesit, ah vied 
hope. in any tage, he found thet 
he had worried tes much: 


One ofthe things that relaxet 
ime was the eventual discovery 
trad you connat realty be braine 
mashed... There apy sont 
things they can't shonge faredf 
taatoaliy f came out about the 
sune os Puadin.,.. They 
Houle senre yor inte supine just 
abot angehing, movhe scare 

nid, Txhould say, bat uetuadly 
huliawing if fs ac gaued: more dif 
fioult propusition, 


Likewive, Fecteau cheered that 
“they couldn't wash my brains ar 
changu ty thinking unless I 


caane | 


Bath men recognized at least thred 
benefits from the study scasionx: 
Fhey helped stracture the days 
and pase the time; they previded 
human. interuetion, however 


_stiited. and contrived; and thay 


gare insights inla communist 
thinking and Chingae culture, As 
Foctean put it: “T began to ander 
stend how they thought and what 
they meant when they said this or 
that tome. So then 1 began te logk 
at the stadios a hit differently [asl 
an opporianity te etady then and 
io understand then] 


Care for Hoch Other. Although 
Downey and Feetean aa dich 
other infrequently during the 
two decades, they developed u 
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communications syatem. In the 
first yoars, they used distinetive 
coughs to track ech others 
whereabouts, or wrote wards or 
Sparis seurns in the dust under 
the toilet seat, Later, they found 
waye lo dulivur noloy and alee 
used aette yore comments when. 
possible! They were always in 
thu saame prison, aod mot far 
from. each other, whieh Ieagit 
their apirite up more than if they 
had heen igaried in wep 
rate cities, | 





Bvert through: the years af soli 
tary confinement, each maa, dew 
scomlutt from Dhe thought of kde 
nearhy eomrade, When, Meetagy 
was tokt of his imponding 
release, hia first question was 
whether Downey would ba tom- 
ing aut, too, Alter release, eet- 
eau apurned luerative offers bo 
tell bis story publichs because of 
lhe impact it might have on 
Downey's fate. Th this das, the 
Trin vertain dase friends, ["] 


Sind Humor Whare You Can. Tis 
yeorviting Downey sud Fecteau, 
the OTA had noted that each mon 
had a well-developed sense of 
humor. This quality, far more 
thos any particular training, 
helped sustain them. There was 
little in their situation, that made 
for Dippumey, but they were able 
to eee the humor tn the faeongri- 


4 Ay ee caved tee Midlders daaide chewing gunt 
ansl toesed tabsa cell, alenghe Chet wan risky 
Wasco mapping the peison conndne, ane codhd 
esp a nate Gaaw gh the puegthale of Use other's: 
eel, if a guare oan nollookhig, Qventually, te 


sean diveduped & deaddcap in Cha call biawk’s ted. 


ket reuna fie does. Daraney repuris, he was cacy 
coughs. tice in UW years, 


Atuaies (i inteitgernce Vat Bd, Alo, 7 
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Humor, more than any 
training, helped to 
sustuin them. 
ous and the absurd. Downey, the 
more serious of the two, was 
amuéed at the nhout-face 
yaaired in his study seasiung, 
wher he waa expounding the 
Saviet ine about Albania befiee 
he heeame aware that the mew 
Chinese line was antiSaviet! 
Fevieeu reflected for long peri- 
ode on. morons stories. he 
would hear front cellmates: about 
the man jailed for furtene telling 
who pooduced s pack of cords in 
his cell, or the man ridiculed ty 
his cellmates for believing that 
the world resied on the back of 
hope turtle, He wes amused by a 
book ho was given, written ly an 
Australian communist, which, 
glowlogly deuertisd Chincse 
prison conditions quite at yark: 
ance with his own experienc, 


Be Patient. Hacanae of ineufti- 
sient training, both men acknowl 
edged it took. zxewern] yuars ta 
develop affective coping strate- 
gies. At the beginning, each. 
thought he was going arney. Peck 
ean seys he started te have “men- 
tal abercations”: “The walle 
shorted moving in on me TD would 
prot rey foot out in fet of me 
and meseure the distances tio be 
sure the wall wasn't really mme- 
ing.” Downey, besides being 
“eshremedly scared,” wag drag 
trated to the point of despair, sae- 
ing every duy ia prison as 1 day 
mrbbed from tiny, As the man 
learned biw ta dial with Gusir 
fate, it bename easier, Rectean did 
it Haire cia imagination at 
Bret, bat be developed one og a 


skill. Dewey maintained that, 
had be heen relensed after only 
five years, he would have come 
out in far worse shape than ie 

did afta 2x} years) 


Qe. the Home Promt (13 


Ht was the exentplary nranner in, 
whith GLA headquarters lam 
ed Downey's and Featean's 
altairs thet partially redeems the 
disuster that led tu their predicn- 
ment. Onen the Chinese had bra 
ett the news that the ben were 
alive, fhe Agency quickly 
yestured them to the active pay- 
roll, DC Dalles had them moved 
aiministratively fromthe Far 
Bast Division to a apscial Hat 
maintained by the Office af Per- 


aoune! (OP), OF ae ee 
handled their affairs unt 
fae therealter ii was Ben 


Although no precedent existed 
for administering the affvirs of 
civilian federal employees sub- 
jected to lengthy foreign iepris- 
onment, GP exatively applied 
exiating law in managing the 
three primary areas: pay and 
allutmonta, promotions, and 
maintenance of accrued funds, In 
addition, OF reprogentatives teal 
on the delicsbe nistber of dealing 
with the morn’s farnilies, In malk- 
ing decisions on behalf of Downey 
and Fock, OP drew guidance 
Troon: the Iiesing Persona Act of 
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14$-—intended for military 
Mids —and subsaquend Agency 
reulations. (U1) 


Pay wits the cagiest aren to 
address, Keeping thu man’s pay 
neenunts ao current status 
awould allow both Ube acerudl af 
pay and the immediate payment: 
af firads upon thelr ralease, OF 
siao eneured that the man 
recelved separation allowances 

yd past differentials, which ware 
upplied retroactively and carried 
for the antive pertod of their 
imprisonment, in recognition of 
the “excwwssively adverse” candi 
long of the iwo men's “foreign 
assiemment.” Deduckions were 
ninde for federal income taxes and 
held in escrow until such time ts 
the mien could file, (0) 


In 1958, when it looked ae 
though the men would not be 
rélonsed for « leng time, DCT 
Dulles approvewt an OF plan to 
peenote them from. GS-7 tu Ga- 
14, with a» achedule of interim 
promotions and step iacnenses 
applied in a graduated, retroac 
live wanner over the privious 
five your'e. Onee their ranks were 
in Tine with their centemporar. 
jes, Agency officials cneured reg 
ular promotions and step 
Increases an Hf they head contine 
ned unimpelid fa theis exrears. 
Evectually the Direetor of Pex 
anonel determined that Downey 
und Fectenu should be arometed 
to the journeyman level dering 
theic imprisonment, which wae 
set at GS-13; then ane grade was 
added te help compensate for Lhe 
deprivations of caplivily, So the 
terminal canis for the two was 
established ot GS-14, ta which 
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The Agency creatively 
applied existing law to 
manage pay and 
promotions. 
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bath were premated in 2971, just 
before Tertean's release, Both, 
woo, after their relenge, were 
startled to learn ofthe prome- 
done and that they ware earning 
some $22,000 per year—they 
were aiill thinking in terme of 
their 1952 G5-7 salarios af just 
awor $4,000. (0) 


OF bigger concern to OF was han- 
hing the aceruod funds reaponut- 
‘biy, BoFelice later outlined bis 
plifleaophan "Ws eauldn't give 
them [hack their pears of impria« 
enment, butwe auld at least 
aasure financed security for their 
fulacce.” Doing se roqulred conaid- 
erable ingenuity, The acerued 


* funds were initially invested in 


Series I savings bonds, but the 
suing eoon passed the £10,000 
aumual ailing, Fre 1960 to 
1063, the funds were inverted in 
eorings tertificates wader pstad- 
cys, but this had to bo aban- 
doned when the biternal 
Revenue Service started requir 
ing banks to report interest 
income ta depositors. Then, fir" 
about a year, the Ageney slonaly 
evedited the avcounts with inter- 
eat puymerts at the prevailing 
bank rate, Pinully dn bate 1064, 
OF got DCE John AteCone ta 
approve the release of the funds 


went andankercel, When decteaa 
wis relewsed in N71, his peti 
qvalated account: cane to almost 
$140,000; Downey's in 1879 came 












augiientod their sparse diet. 









ta wore than $170,000, Back fige 
pre represented a neat agg of 
alout seven times each man’s 


ann dary ac a GS-Eed at the 
Line 
Faurmily Tesaes (9 


Taking care of the dueilica alex 
required imagiuative manage- 
seert, Downey and Feeleau were 
allowed montlily packages from 
family, which they relied on for 
morale and pliyateal health—the 
fond and vitamin supplements 


! ASEAN tite 

poney Could nek simply give 
them the niongy te pay for the 
packages, Beginning in 1889, 
DeFelize's ersative solution was to 
have the Avency apply an “equal 
ization alluwance” to the men's 
pox—typieally used te offal the 
excess cost af living ate duty pant; 
it was a stretch te apply this to 
Tide in. a Chinese cell. ‘Chis 
amnunt--aevaral hondewd dallars 
por year—was passed along to the 
families hy allotment, ewes 
Made retrnacty the date of 
their capture, 


Adichments for the familiea were 
authorised based on the peeaamip- 
tien of the men's wishes, Educa- 
tonal expenses dor Teotauu's bein 
daughters from, his first ayar- 
roge, for example, were covercd 
by elletments Morn his pay 
motor. 
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The Agency aleo helped Ganily 
members with the severe! tring 
they mare to vistt the prisances, 
starting in 1958 when beth muth- 
ers end Downey's brother want. 
The OTA could do nothing offt- 
cally te facilitate the trips 
beewnse diplomatic relations did 
not extut with the People’s 
Republic of China and US policy 
vequired the prigoners’ OLA sftili- 


ution tu be conveled, The Agency - 


gave the travelers briefings on 
wiwit to expect—awith regard ta 
the eameeuniat autherities and 
the pritoners' help attitudes 
and what tepies and bulavior ty 
avold. Bocauen suck trips were 
heyord the meuna of the fami- 
liggtind fa keep the prisaners! 
accennte from boing depleted— 
DCI Dulles sothurized the dis- 
fgbeclee of Avenoy funds te the 








Agency apedh more 1 than B35, an 
on iravel expenses for the prises 
ers" familias 2 


As the Agency's potak of contact 
for the families, Hen DeFelice 
held thousands af phone conver 
aallond over the yeers, eapoctally 
with Downey's mother. Mary 
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CIA covertly paid for 
travel once family 
visits were allowed. | 
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Downy waa strong willed ard 
capable of eeduring the most. 
daniir government officiaia ho 
every administration fram Eisen- 
hower to Nixon on the need for 
the United States ta da more ta 
dree her son. Delelice eave he 
talked to Mary Downey at lenat 
weally, for -ap te several hours at 
a tim. Costs of le culls were 
always borne by the Agency 
DeFelicn and other OF officials 
alae wrote landreds afletiare | 
and mada dozens of wisite te fam- 
fly mormhers aver the pears, (UH) 


Release and Readjustment 
tu) 


To the end, of course, this tragic 
tala becomes a happy ame, with 
thas tien reatered ta freedom aad 
the Agmney conkintiing its 
axtrnordinary afforis bo see these 
extraordinary men tuto ordinary 
yotiroment. Pectoan’s release in 
Deeember O71, and Downoys Lh 
moths later, came about in the 
context of the warming of roda- 
tions between the United States 
and China, Ti particular, 1971 
wis the year of “ping pang dipho- 
roney,"! the lifling of US tude 





* fen taans cular was upset by the sightaf him 
in peivam in 195%, Fortes dingoureged her fron 
enealg yan 20 Als waver tbe a rcturctrip. 
Fechoaa’s tether refused. te go, foarierg hie wild 
sneariea atoaae at Tis Chiivcca: unlteatithet ard 
ManG MR son’k prédhoament worse, ABer $89, 
Shun, all trips ware made ay Downey tandty 
awemntens, (2) 

The wasing of travel meatiothany occ athlete 
twang, (104 





teatrictions, National Socurliy 
Adviser Hunry Kiesinger’s seoret 
mission io Reljing, and thy seat 
ing of the People’s Republic af 
China at the UN, That fall, tha 
two caphives were taken tok 
Beijing department tore, for the 
Tiret time, for new clothing and 
oventoats, Pactewu remarked to 
Downey that either wa are an 
NUY way out or we are aging fo 
stay in for another 20 years.” (E) 


On 0 December 1871, Pectoaw was 
atumoniod 16 a tribunal, which 
informed hin ofthis impeding 
release, Acking about Downey 
Pecteau yaa told that Downes 
cade wad snore garious and that he 
would nat be going, Fuctedu was 
nllewwd to leave game of his 
belongings for Dhawney; but 
leeause a guard atand ait the 
while in front of Downey's cell, 
Portada eould not comoranicate 
with. him, After a train trip to 
Canton, Fecteau found hirasalf 
walking across the Le Wu bridge 
to Heng Kong, He bad served 12 
Fears and 14 days of his 20<ear 
sentence, At the US cnaulate, be 
had « cyomsitc aod a beer, which 
he desoribed as “incredible? 





soaks Fectedts was 
cing axa wt Valley Thrge . 
Military Fluspitel, His physical 
conilition, aslwanded the doctera, 
but Kis demeanor was extremely 
praerre den nat used to interac 





Jing with people, he spoke in a law 


velce only when spokert to and 
prelarred bo have decisions made 
for him. Within days, however, he 
hegan opening up and taking 
charge of his now Hip, end soon 












he was back at work giving 3 
sertes of interviews on his exptri- 
anes. Worried aboat Downy, Feo- 
demu was careful ia say in public 
that he harbored no bitters 
toward the Chinese peaple or 
their gorernneat| | 


Abthe tine of Feetean's release, 
Beijing announced that Downey's 
sentence had been reduced fram 
Tif imprisonment ba fore years 
from. that date-—a bitber disap- 
padnitoent bath to the Agency and 
to the Lhewney family, particularly 
his mother, key then in ber eu 
tics and ip failing health, Despite 
the hich-lewal talks aad interven 
Hens, owas her anvere stoke 

its early March 1973 thot nenom- 
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Warming biluteral 
relations finally led to 
their release. 
President Nixon's appenl te Rolfing 

fo heameantiiarin prownds— 
together with hin adeiizaion the 
previous month in. a prress contin 
ance that Downey was a CIA 
entployeo—led to hig fireedem ater 
20 years, 3 soothes, and 14 days io 
prison, Ele crossed the honder inte 
Hong Kong on 12 March, noting 
that the salute be received from a. 
British soldiay at hig creasing was 
the firet act of dignity shown him 
ig, 20 -veare. He arrived ab his 
mother's bedside the next daw. 
Rewovered enough terecupmice hex 
sort, Mary Downes admonished 
hie “You're 4 evlebriiy nw, don’t 
let it go to your head." 00 


Geiting on with Life (0) 


Both men came bone ia good. 
physical and mental ahape, free 
of grodges, surprised at their GS- 
t4 rank and sequmulated pay, 
atunned by changes in the Amari- 
i landacuipe and culture, und 
gratefal for what the Agenor had 
done with their affairs. Poth 
were restored to Hast Asia Disi- 
givn aa cperations officurs and 
underwunt 3 series of dalirial 
ings. Bach received the Distin- 
guished Intelligeno: Medal for 
‘courageous performance” in 
enduring “sufforiags and depri- 
vations, measured in decades, 
with fortitude [and an] anshak- 
able will survive and with a 
preserving faith in his country” 
Feckean alse wag awarded the 


. Intelligence Medal of Merit for 


ine corluct fillowing his release, 


wher he refused lucrative ollors 
from the medix and publishers tu 
tall bila story, tn order to protech, 
Downey's chances for release, {| 


Tineney and Fecteau were inter 
nsied in qualifying for retire- 
ment, bart even with ofl their 
years in prigon, they were shark 
ofthe neseseary 3h years. To 
make up the delicit, beFalice 
toads sure that both received all 
the annual leave they had atoue 
mulated aver tro derades—Oo 
yaooent of which had technically 
been forfeited but was now 
restored, OF also helped the men 
gain wll the ereditable govern. 
ment aervics due them—both had 
worked datporcary jobs with the 
post effier in the 1440s, ond Feat 
eau had served. in the Mucchast 
Waring for a year ‘The final trick 
up Dakulieo’s sleeve waa his ted. 
tiative, following the Pentagon's 
exatople with ita returning wili- 
tary POWs, tu add one year’s 
“sonvalescent leave” ta each 
mitn’s accummlatad sick leave, 
This allowed Tanwney and Fect- 
eau lo attend fo their own affaies 
while drawing full CLA sularies 
fie aeone thine afer coming home, 
Downe ased the fime to #0 to 
Hand Law School, and Feat« 
awn worked on home projects, 
took care ofhis parents, und 
sought, worl aaa probation, 
offiren, Fecteau qualitied for 
retivement in 197G: Downes in 
LOFT a 


See 


Wlerchant untae series allowed Irie so satire 
betoee Dewnay even dbasight Ree Latter fad peta 
irae Hine bie Ct service, UY 


Studies it intediganes Vol $0, hk? 









Richard Peeseau and Jot 
Downey heave Hyed op te their 
dusire to fooua on the future and. 
rut dwell im the past, They have 


_ refused to moke eurvors out of 


their experience and instead 
have lived fol lives eine reburn- 
ing to Americn: 


« Downy besune & respecte 
judge in Connastiont, apecializ- 
ing in juvenile matiorg, Now 
vetived, he eonbiones to take om 
cused ad nodded, The Judge 
dntn Th Downey Coartheuse in 
Weer Haven ja named for bin, 
He mayried in 878: his wif, « 
Cidnwseflinerioan, wae barn in 
Manchuria net far from where 
tho plane was shot down, They 
have an adult aon, 


* Fochoan retired fo hi¢ alma 
nuiler, Bostos University, ag 
agstetand athlete dirattor, retiz- 
ba in 1089, He reeonmented 
with bis adult daughtlora, who 


Clete) and Do i 
persecal attic 
toes. 
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The niost enduring 
lesson is to make every 
day lived in freedom 
eourit, 
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were three years old when be 
was shot-down, wad ls remus 
vied hia finet wife, wha had kept 
him in her prayers while he 
aie ts prigad. 


* Both have maintained friend- 
shige with furor collesgues 
aiid retain their sense of 
Agency affiliation. (} 


DO1 George Tenet brought 
Downey and Fecteau back ba the 
CLA ig 1998, 25 gears afber 
Dewney’s releage, bo present 
them with the Director's Medal. 
Thair story, Tenet deelurad, “Is 
one of thie meat romarkable in 
the history of the Central Intelli- 
gente Aganty” On the section, 
Fecteau affirmed “This is stil 
may wuidi¢ and alwaya will be,” 
asl Downuy declared “E ana 
proud te be one of you” Tenat 
spolen of their “extraarcdinary 


; fidelity” words also Inscetbatl 


wo their medalo--atad told them: 
“Like if or mek, you are qur 


iM heroes.” Downey, speaking fur 
4 Tuxnself and fr Pootoni, replied: 
r "We've at the age where, ifyau 


wank to call 29 heroes, we're not 


solr to arfue anymere, [but] we - 


Imow hatter” {0} 









deli Downey, 22 when he began 
his eaptivily and almost 48 when 
released, is now alarost 76, Rich> 
ard Factead, 25 whon shot dawn 
and 44 on his vetum, will be 80 
next-yeor, Their story, and the 
leasona we derive from 34, will 
jong outlive them. Their experi- 
ones in China touches many 


” things the impoctance of good 


Havisiona in tho field and the 
costa of bad anes: the ability of 
mon to gay “it's nok over" vhen 
life scems to ho et on end) the 
resilience to get through a bad 
dag--TO00 tities fa mewj and 
the strength onined dram faith 
that ond is SHH cored abeuk. Bat 
their experience hack home is. 
also inepirational, for it beaches 
ua that potheps tho moat ondur- 
ing leaaon of allie the absolute . 
necessity-of making every day 
lived in feeadom eaant. (Li 
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Two CIA Prisoners in China, 1952-73 


Nicholas Dujmovic 
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Shot down on their 
first operational 
mission, Downey and 
Fecteau spent two 
decades in Chinese 
prisons. 


99 
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This article draws extensively on 
operational files and other inter- 
nal CIA records that of necessity 
remain classified. Because the 
true story of these two CIA offic- 
ers is compelling and has been 
distorted in many public 
accounts, it is retold here in as 
much detail as possible, despite 
minimal source citations. When- 
ever possible, references to open 
sources are made in the footnotes. 


Me oe ot 
Ww ne ~~ 


Beijing’s capture, imprisonment, 
and eventual release of CIA offic- 
ers John T. Downey and Richard 
G. Fecteau is an amazing story 
that too few know about today. 
Shot down over Communist 
China on their first operational 
mission in 1952, these young 
men spent the next two decades 
imprisoned, often in solitary con- 
finement, while their govern- 
ment officially denied they were 
CIA officers. Fecteau was 
released in 1971, Downey in 
1973. They came home to an 
America vastly different from the 
place they had left, but both 
adjusted surprisingly well and 
continue to live full lives. 


Even though Downey and Fect- 
eau were welcomed back as 
heroes by the CIA family more 
than 30 years ago and their 
story has been covered in open 
literature—albeit in short and 





generally flawed accounts— 
institutional memory regarding 
these brave officers has 
dimmed.! Their ordeal is not 
well known among today’s offic- 
ers, judging by the surprise and 
wonder CIA historians encoun- 
ter when relating it in internal 
lectures and training courses. 


This story is important as a part 
of US intelligence history 
because it demonstrates the risks 
of operations (and the conse- 
quences of operational error), the 
qualities of character necessary 


1 Downey’s and Fecteau’s CIA affiliation 
was revealed as early as 1957 by a dis- 
gruntled former USIA official and by early 
exposés of the Agency, such as David Wise 
and Thomas Ross, The Invisible Govern- 
ment (New York: Random House, 1964). 
Later brief treatments can be found in 
William Colby and Peter Forbath, Honor- 
able Men: My Life in the CIA (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 1978), in which former 
Director of Central Intelligence Colby 
identifies Downey and Fecteau as “CIA 
agents”; John Ranelagh, The Agency: The 
Rise and Decline of the CIA (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 1986); William Leary, 
Perilous Missions: Civil Air Transport and 
CIA Covert Operations in Asia (University 
of Alabama Press, 1984); Norman Polmar 
and Thomas Allen, The Encyclopedia of 
Espionage (New York: Gramercy, 1997); 
Ted Gup, The Book of Honor (New York: 
Doubleday, 2000); and James Lilly, China 
Hands (New York: Public Affairs, 2004). 
The public also can learn of the case at the 
International Spy Museum in Washing- 
ton, DC, and through the Internet’s Wiki- 
pedia. 


All statements of fact, opinion, or analysis expressed in this article are those of the 
author. Nothing in the article should be construed as asserting or implying US 
government endorsement of an article’s factual statements and interpretations. 
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Prisoners in China 


Downey and Fecteau were part of a project to divert 
Chinese resources from Korea. 


to endure hardship, and the 
potential damage to reputations 
through the persistence of false 
stories about past events. Above 
all, the saga of John Downey and 
Richard Fecteau is about remark- 
able faithfulness, shown not only 
by the men who were deprived of 
their freedom, but also by an 
Agency that never gave up hope. 
While it was through operational 
misjudgments that these two 
spent much of their adulthood in 
Chinese prisons, the Agency, at 
least in part, redeemed itself 
through its later care for the men 
from whom years had been sto- 
len. 


The Operational Context 


John Downey and Richard Fect- 
eau were youthful CIA paramili- 
tary officers: Downey, born in 
Connecticut, had entered CIA in 
June 1951, after graduating from 
Yale; Fecteau, from Massachu- 
setts, entered on duty a few 
months later, having graduated 
from Boston University. Both 
men had been varsity football 
players, and both were outgoing 
and engaging with noted senses 
of humor. They were on their first 
overseas assignment when the 
shootdown occurred. 


By late 1952, the Korean War 
had been going on for more than 
two years. Accounts often iden- 
tify that war as the reason for the 
operation Downey and Fecteau 
were participating in. While 
largely true, the flight the men 
were on was part of operations 
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that had antecedents in the US 
response to the communist take- 
over of China in 1949. In accor- 
dance with US policies, CIA took 
steps to exploit the potential for a 
Chinese “Third Force” by trying 
to link Chinese agents, trained 
by CIA, with alleged dissident 
generals on the mainland. This 
Third Force, while anti-commu- 
nist, would be separate from the 
Nationalists, who were assessed 
to be largely discredited on the 
mainiand.? 


This Third Force project received 
new emphasis after the Commu- 
nist Chinese intervened in the 
Korean War. At that point, the 
project aimed to divert Chinese 
resources from the war in Korea 


2 Declassified reference to Third Force 
covert operations is available in a 
National Security Council report on “Cur- 
rent Policies of the Government of the 
United States Relating to the National 
Security,” 1 November 1952, reproduced 
in Declassified Documents Reference Sys- 
tem (Farmington Hills, Michigan: Gale 
Group, 2006), document CK3100265583. 
A description of the Chinese Third Force 
program is also available in the cleared 
account by former CIA officer James Lil- 
ley, later US Ambassador to Beijing, 
China Hands: Nine Decades of Adventure, 
Espionage, and Diplomacy in Asia (New 
York: PublicAffairs, 2004), 78-83. Lilley 
describes the “three prongs” of CIA covert 
operations against the Chinese mainland 
at the time: the first was support of 
Nationalist efforts, the second was the 
Third Force program, and the third com- 
prised unilateral operations. For a per- 
sonal story of CIA’s China operations in 
concert with the Nationalist Chinese, see 
Frank Holober, Raiders of the China 
Coast: CIA Covert Operations during the 
Korean War (Annapolis: Naval Institute 
Press, 1999). 


by promoting domestic anti-gov- 
ernment guerrilla operations. 
This was to be accomplished by 
small teams of Chinese agents, 
generally inserted through air- 
drops, who were to link up with 
local guerrilla forces, collect intel- 
ligence and possibly engage in 
sabotage and psychological war- 
fare, and report back by radio.® 
The operational model was the 
OSS experience in Europe dur- 
ing World War II, which assumed 
a cooperative captive popula- 
tion—a situation, as it turned 
out, that did not prevail in 
China, 


By the time of Downey and Fect- 
eau’s involvement in the Third 
Force program, its record was 
short and inauspicious. Because 
of resource constraints, the train- 
ing of Chinese agents at CIA 
facilities in Asia was delayed, 


_ and the first Third Force team to 


be airdropped did not deploy 
until April 1952. This four-man 
team parachuted into southern 
China and was never heard from 
again. 


The second Third Force team 
comprised five ethnic Chinese 
dropped into the Jilin region of 
Manchuria in mid-July 1952. 
Downey was well known to the 
Chinese operatives on this team 
because he had trained them. 
The team quickly established 
radio contact with Downey’s CIA 
unit outside of China and was 
resupplied by air in August and 
October. A sixth team member, 
intended as a courier between 


3 Lilly, ibid. 
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the team and the controlling CIA 
unit, was dropped in September. 
In early November, the team 
reported contact with a local dis- 
sident leader and said it had 
obtained needed operational doc- 
uments such as official creden- 
tials. They requested air- 
exfiltration of the courier, a 
method he had trained for but 
that the CIA had never 
attempted operationally. 


At that time, the technique for 
aerial pickup involved flying an 
aircraft at low altitude and hook- 
ing a line elevated between two 
poles. The line was connected toa 
harness in which the agent was 
strapped. Once airborne, the man 
was to be winched into the air- 
craft. This technique required 
specialized training, both for the 
pilots of the aircraft, provided by 
the CIA’s proprietary Civil Air 
Transport (CAT), and for the two 
men who would operate the 
winch. Pilots Norman Schwartz 
and Robert Snoddy had trained 
in the aerial pickup technique 
during the fall of 1952 and were 
willing to undertake the mission. 
On 20 November, Downey’s CIA 
unit radioed back to the team: 
“Will air snatch approximately 
2400 hours” on 29 November. 


4 For details on the pickup system, see 
William Leary, “Robert Fulton’s Skyhook 
and Operation Coldfeet,” Studies in Intel- 
ligence 38, no. 1 (Spring 1994), 67-68. The 
aircraft pickup system in use in 1952 was 
not, as is sometimes asserted, the Sky- 
hook system developed in the late 1950s 
by Robert Fulton but was rather a more 
rudimentary arrangement known as the 
“All American” system that the Army Air 
Force had modified during World War II 
from a system to pick up mail bags. 
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The question of who would oper- 
ate the winch, however, was still 
unresolved. Originally, Chinese 
crewmen were to be used, but 
Downey’s unit chief decided that 
time was too short to fully train 
them. Instead, two CAT person- 
nel trained in the procedure were 
identified for the pickup flight, 
but the CIA unit chief pulled 
them four days before the mis- 
sion because they lacked the req- 
uisite clearances. Downey, who 
had been at the unit for about a 
year, and Fecteau, who had 
arrived in the first week of 
November, were directed to fill 
the breach. They were hurriedly 
trained in the procedure during 
the week of 24 November. 


Late on 29 November, Downey 
and Fecteau boarded Schwartz 
and Snoddy’s olive drab C-47 on 
an airfield on the Korean penin- 
sula and took off for the rendez- 
vous point in Chinese 
Communist Manchuria, some 400 
miles away. It was a quiet, 


TWustration of snatch pickup, from 1944 US Army Air Forces manual. 
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uneventful flight of less than 
three hours. The moon was 
nearly full and visibility was 
excellent. At one point, Fecteau 
opened a survival kit and noted 
that the .32-caliber pistol therein 
had no ammunition—joking 
about that was the only conversa- 
tion the men had on the flight. 


Mission Gone Awry 


The C-47, with its CAT pilots and 
CIA crew, was heading for a trap. 
The agent team, unbeknownst to 
the men on the flight, had been 
captured by Communist Chinese 
security forces and had been 
turned.® The request for exfiltra- 
tion was a ruse, and the promised 
documentation and purported 
contact with a local dissident 
leader were merely bait. The team 


5 CIA's Far East Division later assessed 
that the Chinese agent team probably had 
been caught and doubled immediately 
after its insertion in July. 
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The request for exfiltration was a ruse. 


members almost certainly had 
told Chinese authorities every- 
thing they knew about the opera- 
tion and about the CIA men and 
facilities associated with it. From 
the way the ambush was con- 
ducted, it was clear that the Chi- 
nese Communists knew exactly 
what to expect when the C-47 
arrived at the pickup point.6 


Reaching the designated area 
around midnight, the aircraft 
received the proper recognition 
signal from the ground.’ Downey 
and Fecteau pushed out supplies 
for the agent team—food and 
equipment needed for the aerial 
pickup. Then Schwartz and 
Snoddy flew the aircraft away 
from the area to allow the team 
time to set up the poles and line 
for the “snatch.” Returning about 
45 minutes later and receiving a 
ready signal, the C-47 flew a dry 
run by the pickup point, which 
served both to orient the pilots 
and to alert the man being exfil- 
trated that the next pass would be 
for him. Copilot Snoddy came 
back momentarily to the rear of 
the aircraft to make sure Downey 
and Fecteau were ready. On the 
moonlit landscape, four or five 
people could be seen on the 
ground. One man was in the 


8 See Fecteau’s reminiscences as told to 
Glenn Rifkin, “My Nineteen Years in a 
Chinese Prison,” Yankee Magazine, 
November 1982. 


7 Twenty years later, after his return, Fec- 


teau remembered the recognition signal 
as a flashlight signal; Downey thought it 


comprised three bonfires. Both were used. 
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pickup harness, facing the path of 
the aircraft. 


As the C-47 came in low for the 
pickup, flying nearly at its stall 
speed of around 60 knots, white 
sheets that had been camouflag- 
ing two anti-aircraft guns on the 
snowy terrain flew off and gun- 
fire erupted at the very moment 
the pickup was to have been 
made. The guns, straddling the 
flight path, began a murderous 
crossfire. At this point, a crowd of 
men emerged from the woods. 
Whether by reflex or purpose- 
fully, the pilots directed the air- 
craft’s nose up, preventing an 
immediate crash; however, the 
engines cut out and the aircraft 
glided to a controlled crash among 
some trees, breaking in two with 
the nose in the air. 


Downey and Fecteau had been 
secured to the aircraft with har- 
nesses to keep them from falling 
out during the winching. On 
impact, both slid along the floor of 
the aircraft, cushioned somewhat 


§ Beijing recently published a highly fan- 
ciful, heroically written version of events 
that night, which claims the Chinese 
awaited the CIA aircraft with 37 guns— 
half of them machine guns, the rest anti- 
aircraft cannon—along with 400 armed 
security forces, all of which fired at the 
plane! The account also asserts errone- 
ously that Downey and Fecteau came out 
firing small arms before surrendering. See 
“The Wipe-Out of the American Spies in 
An Tu County,” in Documentary On. the 
Support to Resist the U.S. and Aid Korea, 
(Beijing: China Literary History Publish- 
ing House, 2000). 





by their heavy winter clothing. 
Fecteau’s harness broke, causing 
him to crash into the bulkhead 
separating the main body of the 
aircraft from the cockpit, which, 
he later said, gave him a bump on 
his head “you could hang your 
coat on.” 


Other than suffering bruises and 
being shaken up, Downey and 
Fecteau were extremely fortunate 
in being unhurt. The Chinese 
apparently had targeted the cock- 
pit, with gunfire passing through 
the floor in the forward part of the 
aircraft but stopping short of 
where Downey and Fecteau had 
been stationed, although one bul- 
let singed Downey’s cheek. Mean- 
while, tracer bullets had ignited 
the fuel. Both men tried to get to 
the cockpit to check on the pilots, 
who were not answering Downey’s 
shouts, but their part of the air- 
craft was burning fiercely and the 
two had to move away. Whether 
due to gunfire, the impact, or the 
fire, the pilots died at the scene.® 
Fecteau later remembered stand- 
ing outside the aircraft with 
Downey, both stunned but con- 
scious, telling each other that they 
were “in a hell of a mess.” The 
Chinese security forces descended 
on them, “whooping and holler- 
ing,” and they gave themselves up 
to the inevitable. 


8 After years of negotiations, the Chinese 
government in 2002 finally allowed a US 
Defense Department excavation team into 
the area, where they discovered frag- 
ments of the aircraft. In June 2004, the 
team found bone and tooth fragments, 
which later were identified as Robert 
Snoddy’s. To date, no remains of Schwartz 
have been identified. 
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Assessing Field 
Responsibility 


Over the years, various explana- 
tions arose within CIA to explain 
Downey and Fecteau’s participa- 
tion in the ill-fated mission. It 
seemed incredible to operations 
officers that two CIA employees, 
familiar with operations, loca- 
tions, and personnel, would be 
sent on a mission that exposed 
them to possible capture by the 
Chinese Communists. One of the 
most persistent myths was that 
the two must have been joy- 
riding because their participa- 
tion was, it was thought, a viola- 
tion of the rules. In fact, the 
record shows that they were 
directed to be on the flight and 
that they had received special- 
ized training in preparation for 
it. It may have been poor judg- 
ment on the part of Downey and 
Fecteau’s boss, the CIA unit 
chief—who in fixing a tactical 
problem (the lack of security 
clearances by aircraft personnel) 
created a strategic vulnerabil- 
ity—and certainly it appears so 
in hindsight. In any case, it was 
only after the shootdown that the 
rules were changed so that no 
CIA officer would fly over the 
Chinese mainland." 


In addition to the field shortcom- 
ings in assigning Downey and 
Fecteau to the fatal mission, 


10 Internal records make clear that, while 
the participation of CIA officers on over- 
flights of denied areas was to be mini- 

“ mized, local field commanders were 
allowed to so decide on their own discre- 
tion, 
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there is the question of whether 
the field ignored warnings that 
the deployed team had been 
turned by the communists. Such 
is the claim of a former senior 
operations officer who, as a 
young man, had served in 
Downey and Fecteau’s unit in 
1952. This officer asserts that, in 
the summer before the Novem- 
ber flight, an analysis of two 
messages sent by the team made 
it “90 percent” certain, in his 
view, that the team had been 
doubled. Bringing his concerns to 
the attention of the unit chief, 
the officer was rebuffed for lack 
of further evidence. When he per- 
sisted, he was transferred to 
another CIA unit. After Downey 
and Fecteau’s flight failed to 
return, the unit chief called the 
officer back and told him not to 
talk about the matter, and he fol- 
lowed instructions—much to his 
later regret. 


No record of an inquiry into the 
decision to send Downey and Fec- 
teau on the flight appears to 
exist. It is clear that no one was 
ever disciplined for it, probably 
because it was a wartime deci- 
sion in the field. Moreover, it 
could be argued that the success 
of the August and October mis- 
sions to resupply the team indi- 
cated that the team had not been 
doubled. Many years later, 
Downey told a debriefer that he 
felt no bitterness toward the man 
who sent him on the mission: “I 
felt for him. It turned out to be 
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"You are Jack. Your future is very dark." 


such a goddamned disaster from 
his point of view.” 


Men without a Future 


The Chinese security forces 
treated Downey and Fecteau 
roughly as they tied them up. The 
prisoners were taken to a building 
in a nearby village—passibly a 
police station in Antu, which was 
near the pickup point. There it 
became clear that the agent team 
had talked: Across the room, 
Downey saw the courier they were 
to pick up looking at him and nod- 
ding to a Chinese security officer, 
a man of some authority with his 
leather jacket and pistol, who 
pointed at Downey and said, in 
English, “You are Jack.” Fecteau 
remembers being told, “Your 
future is very dark.” The man took 
their names. Fecteau gave his full 
name, Richard George Fecteau, to 
warn off potential rescuers if the 
Chinese sent out a false message 
from him and Downey. The two 
CIA officers, with a dozen armed 
guards, were then taken by truck 
and train to a prison in Mukden 
(Shenyang), the largest city in 
Manchuria, almost 300 miles 
away. In Mukden, they were 
shackled with heavy leg irons and 
isolated in separate cells. 


Reaction at Home 


Several hours after the sched- 
uled time of pickup, the CIA field 
unit received a message from the 
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The team was “presumed dead." The DCI sent letters of 


condolence. 


agent team, reporting that the 
snatch had been successful. How- 
ever, when the C-47 was overdue 
for its return on the morning of 
80 November 1952, CIA worked 
with Civil Air Transport to con- 
coct a cover story—a CAT air- 
craft on a commercial flight from 
Korea to Japan on 3 December 
was missing and, as of 

4 December, was presumed lost 
in the Sea of Japan. Downey and 
Fecteau were identified as 
Department of the Army civilian 
employees. Meanwhile, the US 
military conducted an intensive 
search of accessible sea and land 
routes, with negative results. 
Director of Central Intelligence 
(DCI) Walter Bedell Smith signed 
letters of condolence to the men’s 
families, saying “I have learned 
that [your son/your husband] was 
a passenger on a commercial 
plane flight between South Korea 
and Japan which is now overdue 
and that there is grave fear that 
he may have been lost.” 


By mid-December, CIA had made 
the official determination that 
the men were missing in action; 
however, within the Agency’s Far 
East Division, the strong feeling 
was that Downey and Fecteau, as 
well as the pilots, were dead at 
the scene of the intended pickup. 
With nothing other than the con- 
viction that the Chinese Commu- 
nists would have made 
propaganda use of the CIA men 
had either remained alive, the 
Agency declared Downey and 
Fecteau “presumed dead” on 

4 December 1953. Letters to that 
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effect were sent to the families 
under the signature of DCI Allen 
Dulles. 11 


The Interrogations 


Meanwhile, of course, the men 
were very much alive, a fact 
known only to their captors. Sep- 
arated in Mukden, Downey and 
Fecteau would not see each other 
for two years, The interrogations 
began, with sessions usually last- 
ing for four hours, but some as 
long as 24 hours straight. Sleep 
deprivation was part of the game: 
The men were prohibited from 
sleeping during the day and the 
Chinese would invariably haul 
them off for middle-of-the-night 
interrogations after a half hour’s 
sleep. An important element of 
the Chinese technique was to tell 
Downey and Fecteau that no one 
knew they were alive and that no 
one would ever know until the 
Chinese decided to announce the 
fact—if they ever decided to do 
so. At the same time, the men 
were told that the US govern- 
ment was evil and did not care 
about them and that they should 
forget their families. Downey 
later said, “I was extremely 
scared.... We were isolated and 
had no idea of what was going to 
happen to us and had no idea of 
what was going on in the world.” 


11 The date of the “presumed dead” finding 
was exactly a year and a day from the 
date construed by the cover story for loss 
of the plane. 


During the first two years of 
their captivity, while no one out- 
side of China knew their fate, the 
men were subjected to enormous 
pressure to confess that they 
were CIA spies, repent of their 
“crimes,” and tell everything they 
knew about CIA. personnel, oper- 
ations, and locations. The deck 
was stacked because the Chinese 
authorities already knew much 
from this Third Force agent team 
and from others they had caught. 
Downey and Fecteau’s training 
had covered subjects like “Resis- 
tance” and “Police Methods,” but 
it was inadequate for this 
dilemma. Fecteau, in fact, 
lamented the lack of relevant 
training: “We had none, and it 
really hurt me. I had to play it by 
ear as I went along, and I was 
never sure whether I was right or 
wrong.” He even remembered 
being told in training that, “if you 
are captured by the communists, 
you might as well tell them what 
you know because they are going 
to get it from you anyway.” 
Downey, similarly, had been told 
by an instructor, “If you are cap- 
tured, you'll talk.” It certainly did 
not help that the men knew so 
much—Downey was intimately 
familiar with Third Force opera- 
tions from his experience over 
the previous year; Fecteau had 
been in the field for only three 
weeks but had carried out his 
supervisor’s order to familiarize 
himself with the program by 
reading the operational files for 
two or three hours every day. 


Both men initially tried to stick 
to their cover story. Unfortu- 
nately, both were told before the 
flight to say they were CAT 
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employees, which was at vari- 
ance with the official cover story 
that they were US Army civil- 
ians on a commercial flight. 
Their Chinese interrogators 
caught them out and made sub- 
sequent interrogations more 
intensive and confrontational. 


The men were never tortured 
physically or, after their initial 
capture, beaten.’ Fecteau 
reported that he wore leg irons 
constantly for the first 10 months 
and that he was made to stand 
during interrogations to the point 
of falling down from exhaustion, 
especially after being caught 
lying or bluffing. Downey remem- 
bered the leg irons and the 
intense psychological pressure of 
interrogations, plus the added 
mental stress from concocting 
new stories after the cover story 
evaporated—as he later acknowl- 
edged, telling lies requires an 
extraordinarily good memory. 


Eventually both men—isolated 
from each other, battered psycho- 
logically, threatened with torture 
and execution—talked, albeit 
divulging varying degrees of 
truth. Downey, hemmed in by the 
disclosures of the team he had 
trained, confessed his CIA affilia- 
tion on the 16th day. He later 
recalled that telling what he knew 
was liberating: “I’m free and they 
have got to leave me in peace, and 
thus relieve the psychological 
strain of resisting.... [They] can’t 


12 Internal records over the decades refer 
to the “brutal treatment” or the “harsh 
interrogation techniques” the men were 
subjected to, but the word “torture” was 
never used to describe what they endured. 


Studies in Intelligence Vol. 50, No. 4 


Prisoners in China 


Isolated, in irons, and battered psychologically, eventually 


both men talked. 


come at me anymore mentally 
because it is all out there.” 


Fecteau, who was unknown to 
the captured Chinese assets, had 
an easier situation to manage: 


The story I decided io stick to, I 
decided to keep it as simple as 
possible, was to tell them only 
what I needed to know to be 
where I was. I decided to add 
nothing else. I decided to 
shorten my length of service 
with the Agency from Novem- 
ber 1951 [and] changed that to 
dune 1952, to give me only five 
months in the Agency [to] make 
it much easier to explain to the 
interrogators. I thus cut out a 
lot of the training I had taken, 
cut down on the number of 
names they would ask of peo- 
ple I had met within the 
Agency and so forth. I based it 
all on “need to know,” only 
what I needed to know to be 
where I was. 


They kept asking for names, 
names, names. I decided that 
all Agency names except class- 
mates [from training], I would 
tell them only first names and I 
stuck with that all the way, 
instructors, people in Washing- 
ton, all first names only. As to 
personnel [in the field], I told 
them that I had only been there 
three weeks and I only knew 
first names there also.... On the 
names of classmates I knew 
they would ask not only the 
names but character descrip- 
tions, physical descriptions. I 
then decided to give the names 
of my fellow teammates on the 


Boston University football team 
[to] be able to give them very 
good character descriptions. 


Fecteau made his “cover confes- 
sion” on the 13th day, after think- 
ing it through the previous night. 
This technique of Fecteau’s— 
which Downey almost certainly 
could not have employed without 
tripping up against what the Chi- 
nese already knew—enabled Fect- 
eau to withhold information safely 
for his entire imprisonment, and it 
turned out to be a huge morale 
boost: “The thing that sustained 
me most through the 19 years was 
the fact that I didn’t tell them 
everything I had known. When- 
ever I felt depressed, this was the 
greatest help to me.” Even so, both 
men, but especially Downey, were 
plagued by feelings of guilt for the 
information they had given up.8 


After their first five months in 
Mukden, the men were moved to 
a prison in Beijing. They were 
still isolated and in irons, still 
undergoing interrogations, still 
each in a small cell illuminated 
by a single bulb, with a straw 
mattress. Fecteau remembers 
being told to sit on the floor and 
stare at a black dot on the wall 
and think about his crimes. For 
five months after the move to 
Beijing, he was not allowed a 


13 Downey later expressed regret for 
“every bit of information” he had picked 
up in the Agency “via shop talk, idle curi- 
osity, etc.”, and he “thanked God for each 
instance” in which he had minded his own 
business. 
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Prisoners in China 


The DCI' s proposal to press the Chinese for release 


went nowhere. 


bath. His weight dropped by 70 
pounds; Downey lost 30 pounds.'# 


Back From the Dead 


Two years after their capture, the 
men saw each other for the first 
time since the shootdown. They 
were put on trial together in a 
secret military proceeding, the 
authorities apparently having 
been satisfied with the take from 
the interrogations. Fecteau 
remembers being marched into 
the courtroom and told to stand 
by Downey, who looked despon- 
dent and who was dressed in a 
new prison suit. To cheer Downey 
as he stood next to him, Fecteau 
whispered, “Who’s your tailor?” 
Downey smiled thinly. Such 
humor in the face of adversity 
was needed, for the military tri- 
bunal convicted Downey, the 
“Chief Culprit,” and Fecteau, the 
“Assistant Chief Culprit,” of espi- 
onage. Downey received life 
imprisonment; Fecteau, 20 years. 
Downey’s immediate reaction 
was relief, as he had assumed he 
would be executed. Fecteau could 
not imagine even 10 years in 
prison, but he felt sorrier for 
Downey than for himself. When 
Fecteau remarked, “My wife is 
going to die childless,” Downey 
broke into laughter, angering the 
guards. 


4 Cell sizes varied, from 5-by-8 feet to 12- 
by-15 feet. The men were moved often 
enough to disorient and anger them. 
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That day, 23 November 1954, 
almost a year after the CIA had 
pronounced Downey and Fecteau 
“presumed dead,” Beijing declared 
them alive, in custody, and serv- 
ing their sentences as convicted 
CIA spies. The first that the 
Agency learned of it was through 
a New China News Agency broad- 
cast. At the same time, the Chi- 
nese announced the sentencing, 
also for espionage, of the officers 
and crew of a US Air Force B-29 
aircraft, shot down over China 
some weeks after Downey and 
Fecteau’s C-47 flight. 


Trying to Secure Release 


The Agency quickly assembled an 
ad hoc committee under Richard 
M. Bissell Jr., then a special assis- 
tant to the DCI. Bissell’s commit- 
tee accepted the Chinese 
declaration as true and changed 
the men’s status from “presumed 
dead” to “missing in action.” Fur- 
ther, the committee decided to 
backstop the cover story that 
Downey and Fecteau were Army 
civilians traveling as passengers 
on a contract aircraft between 
Korea and Japan; this required 
coordination with the Pentagon 
and dealing with some two dozen 
persons outside the government 
who were aware of the CIA affilia- 
tion of either Downey or Fecteau: 
family members, officials of three 
insurance companies, two banks, 
several lawyers, and the executor 
of an estate. Despite the potential 
for leaks, the true status of the 
two men was kept secret by 


authoritative sources for many 
years, and there was no deviation 
from the cover story for two 
decades. 


Contrary to the public histories 
that claim the CIA “abandoned” 
the men during their captivity, 
the Agency continually argued 
for official US efforts to induce 
the Chinese to free them and 
monitored such efforts on the 
part of the State Department and 
other agencies.15 As soon as it 
was known that the men were 
alive in late 1954, Bissell pro- 
posed that the US government 
put pressure—diplomatic and 
covert—on Beijing to free the 
men. Bissell was authorized to 
convene a working group to study 
the problem, but his proposal 
went nowhere. Other US agen- 
cies were against forceful action 
against China; at least one based 
its opposition on the assessment 
that Beijing had a good case in 
international law against 
Downey and Fecteau.16 


Throughout the years of the 
men’s imprisonment, senior CIA 
officers met periodically to dis- 
cuss the case with counterparts 
at the State Department and the 
Pentagon. During discussions in 


15 A recent example is Larry Tart and 
Robert Keefe, The Price of Vigilance: 
Attacks on American Surveillance Flights 
(New York: Ballantine, 2001), 53-55. 
This book makes the preposterous claim 
that CIA would have nothing to do with 
the men during and immediately after 
their captivity. 

16 At one point, CIA officers briefly consid- 
ered a “commando raid” on the Beijing 
prison to free the men, but there was too 
little information on their location. 


Studies in Intelligence Vol. 50, No. 4 





1955 of a general release of mili- 
tary prisoners associated with 
Korean War operations, the 
Agency was rebuffed within the 
US government in its attempts to 
include Downey and Fecteau in 
such a release, despite strong and 
high-level CIA representations 
that the CIA prisoners should be 
treated in the same way as US 
military personnel shot down and 
captured by the Chinese. 


The rationale given for separat- 
ing the two categories was that if 
the same line were adopted for 
military and civilian personnel, 
Beijing might then deny the pris- 
oner of war status of the former, 
and all would remain in captiv- 
ity. Thus, Washington took the 
case of its military personnel to 
the UN General Assembly but 
did not include Downey and Fect- 
eau in its demand for release. 


CIA was alone in the US govern- 
ment in pressing the issue. China 
released US military prisoners in 
1955 but continued to maintain 
that Downey and Fecteau were 
on a mission unrelated to the 
Korean War. And, despite pro- 
tests from CIA, official Washing- 
ton kept up the fiction that they 
were Army civilians whose flight 
strayed into Chinese airspace. 
For the next 15 years, US diplo- 
mats would bring up the matter 
during talks with Chinese coun- 
terparts in Geneva and Warsaw, 
but US policy that there would be 
no bargaining, no concessions, 
and no recognition of the Com- 
munist Chinese government pre- 
vented movement. 
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Prisoners in China 


Their captors would improve conditions, providing better 
food, access to books and magazines, or a luxury such 
as soap, only to take them away. 


The Long Wait 


There may be some among us who 
can imagine 20 days in captivity; 
perhaps a fraction of those can 
imagine a full year deprived of lib- 
erty and most human contact. But 
20 years? Downey and Fecteau 
have consistently sought to down- 
play their period of imprison- 
ment; and neither has done what 
arguably too many former CIA 
officers do these days with far less 
justification: write a book. 
Downey has said that such a book 
would contain “500 blank pages,” 
and Fecteau says the whole expe- 
rience could be summed up by the 
word “boring.”2” 


17 Tn commenting on a draft of this article, 
Fecteau expressed his approval for its lack 
of what he called “hype” and “melodrama.” 





Downey and Fecteau with captured B-29 crew in a Chinese propaganda photo. (“E” 


No doubt boredom was among 
their greatest enemies, but of 
course the men are downplaying 
a significant ordeal. What we 
know is that living conditions in 
the first few years were harsh, 
improving after their trials to 
spartan. Their sparsely fur- 
nished, small cells were gener- 
ally cold and drafty and allowed 
for little external stimuli—the 
windows were whitewashed and 
a dim light bulb burned con- 
stantly. Food was simple—almost 
exclusively rice, vegetables, and 
bread, with perhaps some meat 
on holidays. Both spent stretches 
in solitary confinement that went 
on for years—one span was six 
years. While the most intense 
questioning ended with their 
trial and sentencing in late 1954, 
both were subjected throughout 





points to Downey; Fecteau is standing to the right of the table, reaching down for a 


meal.) 
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Prisoners in China 


Downey and Fecteau always believed that CIA and the 
US government were doing all they could for their 


release. 


to verbal insults and psychologi- 
cal abuse, particularly of a kind 
that Fecteau called “the whip- 
saw”: their captors would 
improve conditions—providing 
better food, access to books and 
magazines, or a luxury such as 
soap—only to take them away. 


Worst of all were the hints at 
early releases. In 1955, for exam- 
ple, Downey and Fecteau were 
placed together in a large cell 
housing the Air Force officers and 
crew of the downed B-29. For 
three weeks, the group of Ameri- 
cans lived together, with little 
supervision and expanded privi- 
leges. The Chinese allowed the 
CIA men to believe they would be 
released with the Air Force 
group. Then, as Downey recalls, 
“the axe fell,” and he and Fect- 
eau were suddenly removed into 
solitary confinement. 


Both men learned that complain- 
ing was usually counterproduc- 
tive. Once, when Fecteau said the 
tomatoes in his food gave him 
indigestion, all he saw for three 
weeks was tomatoes—green 
tomatoes. After that, whenever 
he was asked, “How is the food?” 
Fecteau would always respond 
with “adequate.”!8 If he com- 
plained that there was not 
enough water for his weekly 
bath, there would be less water 


18 Fecteau remembers once being given a 
food bucket containing a dead sparrow in 
water. “It had not been cleaned; it had 
been just boiled in the water and that was 
lunch,” 
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next time. Likewise, the men 
learned not to request medical 
treatment until a condition was 
serious enough to draw attention 
to it. : 


Insights from Captivity 


Even if Downey and Fecteau do 
not consider their long captivity 
suitable for literary treatment, 
there is great value for today’s 
intelligence officers in how they 
played the bad hand dealt to 
them. The men’s reflections on 
their imprisonment—generally 
made shortly after their release, 
when impressions were fresh- 
est—provide a series of “lessons 
learned” that could be relevant to 
others facing long captivity. 


Never Give Up Hope. Downey and 
Fecteau affirmed that they 
always believed that CIA and the 
US government were doing 
everything they could and that 
eventually they would be 
released. Both rejected Chinese 
assertions that they had been 
abandoned, that no one cared 
what happened to them. Fect- 
eau, in fact, reasoned that he 
could never forget he was an 
American and an Agency man— 
his captors threw it in his face so 
often that he never lost his sense 
of identity and affiliation. Sui- 
cide was never contemplated by 
either man. 


Scale Down Expectations. While 
never losing the strategic convic- 
tion that they would return 


home, the men learned to be 
wary, on a tactical level, of devel- 
opments that were too good to be 
true. Between periods of solitary 
confinement, for example, they 
often had one or two Chinese cell- 
mates. If either Downey or Fect- 
eau appeared to be getting on 
well with a Chinese prisoner, the 
American might find himself sud- 
denly in solitary for a year. After 
one such “whipsaw,” Fecteau was 
asked by a guard: “Are you lonely 
now?” So the men disciplined 
themselves to lower expecta- 
tions, to the point that when Fec- 
teau was taken to the Hong Kong 
border in December 1971, he 
made himself assume that the 
release he had been promised 
was another “whipsaw,” until he 
actually crossed the bridge. Like- 
wise, when Downey was told in 
1973 that he was being released, 
he responded with indifference, 
saying he wanted to finish the 
televised ping-pong match he was 
watching. He recalls, “I had a 
tight rein on my expectations.” 


Create a Routine. Both men said 
that it was essential to busy 
themselves with a daily sched- 
ule, no matter how mundane 
each task might be. The prison 
environment, of course, man- 
dated a certain routine, but 
within that general outline, as 
Downey put it, one could orga- 
nize “a very full program every 
day.” 


I had my day very tightly 
scheduled—and if I missed 
some of my own self-appointed 
appointments, I'd feel uneasy. 
As a result, the days really 
moved along. Whereas if you 
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just sit there and think about 
home, feeling sorry for yourself, 
then time can really drag. 


Downey would leap out of bed at 
the prison’s morning whistle to 
begin a day that involved calis- 
thenics, cleaning his cell, meals, 
reading and studying, listening 
to the radio, and “free time” with 
letters, books and magazines 
from home.” Fecteau developed a 
similar routine but varied it by 
the day of the week, later saying, 
“the weeks seemed long but the 
months went fast.” The Chinese 
occasionally allowed them period- 
icals like the New Yorker and 
Sports Illustrated. In addition, 
prayer and Bible study, as well as 
learning Chinese and Russian, 
composed a big part of Downey’s 
day. Ironically, CIA had assessed 
Downey in 1951 as disliking both 
being indoors and keeping to a 
fixed schedule. 


Get Physical. Both men credit 
exercise—push-ups, sit-ups, chin- 
ups, jogging, and other calisthen- 
ics for as long as two or three 
hours every day—as vital to cop- 
ing with the inactivity of impris- 
onment. Fecteau commented: 


I found that, although some- 
times it was very difficult to 
make myself do it, it was a 
great help to my morale, espe- 
cially if I was depressed. If I 
got up, pushed myself to do 


19 After the first three years, each man 
could receive letters and one family pack- 
age per month and send one letter. In 
addition, they received monthly Red Cross 
packages, Incoming mail was searched 
and read, with material objectionable to 
the Chinese Communists withheld. 
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Prisoners in China 


Both men used their imaginations to good effect... 
Downey enjoyed thinking about how is salary was 
accumulating.... Fecteau became an expert daydreamer. 


exercises, it would make a tre- 
mendous difference in my 
spirit. It also made me feel bet- 
ter, made me sleep better, but it 
was a lot more than just physi- 
cal [benefit]. The effect on my 
mental outlook, what I thought 
of at the time as toughening my 
mind, was just tremendous. 


Keep a Secret Space for Yourself. 
It is clear that an important cop- 
ing mechanism was each man’s 
ability to fence off a part of his 
mind, deriving psychological ben- 
efit from keeping its very exist- 
ence secret from the captors. Not 
only did Fecteau get a morale 
boost from being able to manu- 
facture a consistent “cover con- 
fession,” he also kept in his mind 
the thought that, as an Ameri- 
can and a CIA officer, he was in 
competition with the guard, the 
prison, and the Chinese regime. 
That helped his self-discipline in 
not shouting or complaining but 
enduring in silence. Both men 
reported that they enjoyed tell- 
ing their captors the opposite of 
what they were thinking. 


Both men used their imagina- 
tions to good effect. Downey 
enjoyed thinking, especially in 
the presence of an interrogator, 
guard, or prison official, about 
how his salary was accumulat- 
ing—he knew that his $4,000-a- 
year salary was something none 
of his captors would ever see. 
Fecteau said he taught himself to 
become “an expert daydreamer”: 


I remembered every kid in my 
sixth-grade class and where 
each one sat. I pictured myself 
leaving my house in Lynn and 
driving to Gloucester and every 
sight I'd see on the way...I 
could lose four hours just like 
that. 


Fecteau also developed in his 
mind complex stories involving 
made-up characters—a boxer, a 
baseball player, a football player, 
an actor, and a songwriter—that 
became for him almost like 
watching a movie. As his imagi- 
native skill increased, he could 
even mentally change “reels.” 


Remember that a Brain Cannot 
be Washed. In 1952, rumors of 
Chinese “brainwashing” were 
rampant because of the behavior 
of returned US prisoners from 
Chinese custody during the 
Korean War.”° It is not surpris- 
ing, then, that both Downey and 
Fecteau were fearful, particu- 
larly in the early years, that they 
would be turned into ideological 
zombies or traitors to the United 
States. Their concerns were 
heightened by Chinese rhetoric 
that they must show true repen- 
tance and remold their thinking. 
While they were allowed non- 
communist reading materials, 
from about 1959 to 1969, they 
were required to participate in 
daily study and discussions of the 


20 See Abbot Gleason, Totalitarianism: 
The Inner History of the Cold War (Lon- 
don: Oxford University Press, 1997), 92— 
95. 
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Prisoners in China 


They discovered "you cannot really be brainwashed." 


works of Marx, Lenin, and Mao; 
the Communist Party platforms; 
and the like. Downey, at first, 
was agitated by this, but he did 
not resist, thinking that he could 
fake enough ideological reform to 
be granted a pardon when the 
10th anniversary of their cap- 
ture came along in 1962—in ret- 
rospect, a vain hope. In any case, 
he found that he had worried too 
much: 


One of the things that relaxed 
me was the eventual discovery 
that you cannot really be brain- 
washed.... There are some 
things they can’t change [and] 
basically I came out about the 
same as I went in.... They 
could scare you into saying just 
about anything, maybe scare 
me, I should say, but actually 
believing it is a much more dif- 
ficult proposition. 


Likewise, Fecteau observed that 
“they couldn’t wash my brains or 
change my thinking unless J 
changed.” 


Both men recognized at least 
three benefits from the study ses- 
sions: They helped structure the 
days and pass the time; they pro- 
vided human interaction, how- 
ever stilted and contrived; and 
they gave insights into commu- 
nist thinking and Chinese cul- 
ture. As Fecteau put it: “I began to 
understand how they thought and 
what they meant when they said 
this or that to me. So then I began 
to look at the studies a bit differ- 
ently [as] an opportunity to study 
them and to understand them.” 
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Care for Each Other. Although 
Downey and Fecteau saw each 
other infrequently during the two 
decades, they developed a com- 
munications system. In the first 
years, they used distinctive 
coughs to track each other’s 
whereabouts, or wrote words or 
sports scores in the dust where 
the other man would see it. 
Later, they found ways to deliver 
notes and also used soéto voce 
comments when possible.2! They 
were always in the same prison, 
and not far from each other, 
which kept their spirits up more 
than if they had been impris- 
oned in separate cities. 


Even through the years of soli- 
tary confinement, each man drew 
comfort from the thought of his 
nearby comrade. When Fecteau 
was told of his impending 
release, his first question was 
whether Downey would be com- 
ing out, too. After release, Fect- 
eau spurned lucrative offers to 
tell his story publicly because of 
the impact it might have on 
Downey’s fate. To this day, the 
men remain close friends. 


Find Humor Where You Can. In 
recruiting Downey and Fecteau, 
CIA had noted that each man 
had a well-developed sense of 
humor. This quality, far more 
than any particular training, 
helped sustain them. There was 
little in their situation that made 


21 Downey reports he was caught passing 
notes only twice in 20 years. 


for flippancy, but they were able 
to see the humor in the incongru- 
ous and the absurd. Downey, the 
more serious of the two, was 
amused at the about-face 
required in his study sessions, 
when he was expounding the 
Soviet line about Albania before 
he became aware that the new 
Chinese line was anti-Soviet! 
Fecteau reflected for long peri- 
ods on humorous stories he 
would hear from cellmates: about 
the man jailed for fortune telling 
who produced a pack of cards in 
his cell, or the man ridiculed by 
his cellmates for believing that 
the world rested on the back of 
huge turtle. He was amused by a 
book he was given, written by an 
Australian communist, that 
glowingly described Chinese 
prison conditions quite at vari- 
ance with his own experience. 


Be Patient. Because of insuffi- 
cient training, both men acknowl- 
edged it took several years to 
develop effective coping strate- 
gies. At the beginning, each 
thought he was going crazy. Fect- 
eau says he started to have “men- 
tal aberrations”: “The walls 
started moving in on me. I would 
put my foot out in front of me 
and measure the distance to be 
sure the wall wasn’t really mov- 
ing.” Downey, besides being 
“extremely scared,” was frus- 
trated to the point of despair, see- 
ing every day in prison as a day 
robbed from him. As the men 
learned how to deal with their 
fate, it became easier. Fecteau did 
not have a vivid imagination at 
first, but he developed one as a 
skill. Downey maintained that, 
had he been released after only 
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five years, he would have come 
out in far worse shape than he 
did after 20 years. 


On the Home Front 


It was the exemplary manner in 
which CIA headquarters han- 
dled Downey’s and Fecteau’s 
affairs that partially redeems the 
disaster that led to their predica- 
ment. Once the Chinese had bro- 
ken the news that the two were 
alive, the Agency quickly 
restored them to the active pay- 
roll. DCI Dulles had them moved 
administratively from the Far 
East Division to a special list 
maintained by the Office of Per- 
sonnel (OP). OP officer George 
Cary handled their affairs until 
1957; thereafter, it was Ben 
DeFelice. 


Although no precedent existed for 
administering the affairs of civil- 
ian federal employees subjected to 
lengthy foreign imprisonment, OP 
creatively applied existing law in 
managing the three primary 
areas: pay and allotments, promo- 
tions, and maintenance of accrued 
funds. In addition, OP representa- 
tives took on the delicate matter 
of dealing with the men’s fami- 
lies. In making decisions on behalf 
of Downey and Fecteau, OP drew 
guidance from the Missing Per- 
sons Act of 1942—intended for 
military MIAs—and subsequent 
Agency regulations. 


Pay was the easiest area to 
address. Keeping the men’s pay 
accounts in a current status 
would allow both the accrual of 
pay and the immediate payment 
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and promotions. 


of funds upon their release. OP 
also ensured that the men 
received separation allowances 
and post differentials, which 
were applied retroactively and 
carried for the entire period of 
their imprisonment in recogni- 
tion of the “excessively adverse” 
conditions of the two men’s “for- 
eign assignment.” Deductions 
were made for federal income 
taxes and held in escrow until 
such time as the men could file. 


In 1958, when it looked as 
though the men would not be 
released for a long time, DCI 
Dulles approved an OP plan to 
promote them from GS-7 to GS- 
11, with a schedule of interim 
promotions and step increases 
applied in a graduated, retroac- 
tive manner over the previous 
five years. Once their ranks were 
in line with their contemporar- 
ies, Agency officials ensured reg- 
ular promotions and step 
increases as if they had contin- 
ued unimpeded in their careers. 
Eventually the Director of Per- 
sonnel determined that Downey 
and Fecteau should be promoted 
to the journeyman level during 
their imprisonment, which was 
set at GS-13; then one grade was 
added to help compensate for the 
deprivations of captivity. So the 
terminal rank for the two was 
established at GS-14, to which 
both were promoted in 1971, just 
before Fecteau’s release. Both 
men, after their release, were 
startled to learn of the promo- 
tions and that they were earning 
some $22,000 per year—they 
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The Agency creatively applied existing law to manage pay 


were still thinking in terms of 
their 1952 GS-7 salaries of just 
over $4,000. 


Of bigger concern to OP was han- 
dling the accrued funds responsi- 
bly. DeFelice later outlined his 
philosophy: “We couldn’t give them 
[back] their years of imprison- 
ment, but we could at least assure 
financial security for their future.” 
Doing so required considerable 
ingenuity. The accrued funds were 
initially invested in Series E sav- 
ings bonds, but the sums soon 
passed the $10,000 annual ceiling. 
From 1960 to 1963, the funds were 
invested in savings accounts under 
pseudonyms, but this had to be 
abandoned when the Internal Rev- 
enue Service started requiring 
banks to report interest income to 
depositors. Then, for about a year, 
the Agency simply credited the 
accounts with interest payments at 
the prevailing bank rate. Finally, 
in late 1964, OP got DCI John 
McCone to approve investing the 
funds through a covert propri- 
etary company. When Fecteau was 
released in 1971, his accumulated 
account came to almost $140,000; 
Downey’s in 1973 came to more 
than $170,000. Each figure repre- 
sented a nest egg of about seven 
times each man’s annual salary as 
a GS-14 at the time. 


Family Issues 


Taking care of the families also 
required imaginative manage- 
ment. Downey and Fecteau were 
allowed monthly packages from 
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Prisoners in China 


Warming relations between the United States and China 
finally led to the release of Downey and Fecteau. 


family, which they relied on for 
morale and physical health—the 
food and vitamin supplements 
augmented their sparse diet. 
While Downey’s mother could 
afford the cost of these pack- 
ages, it was a financial hardship 
for Fecteau’s parents. Legally, 
the Agency could not simply give 
them the money to pay for the 
packages. Beginning in 1959, 
DeFelice’s creative solution was 
to have the Agency apply an 
“equalization allowance” to the 
men’s pay—typically used to off- 
set the excess cost of living at a 
duty post; it was a stretch to 
apply this to life in a Chinese 
cell. This amount—several hun- 
dred dollars per year—was 
passed along to the families by 
allotment. It was made retroac- 
tive to the date of their capture. 


Allotments for the families were 
authorized based on the pre- 
sumption of the men’s wishes. 
Educational expenses for Fect- 
eau’s twin daughters from his 
first marriage, for example, were 
covered by allotments from his 

’ pay account. When CIA repre- 
sentatives visited Fecteau’s par- 
ents and saw their modest 
standard of living based on a 
fixed retirement income, allot- 
ments to them from Fecteau’s 
pay account were increased, 
based on the assumption that 
Fecteau would have so decided. 


The Agency also helped family 
members with the several trips 
they made to visit the prisoners, 
starting in 1958 when both moth- 
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ers and Downey’s brother went. 
CIA could do nothing officially to 
facilitate the trips because diplo- 
matic relations did not exist with 
the People’s Republic of China 
and US policy required the pris- 
oners’ CIA affiliation to be con- 
cealed. The Agency gave the 
travelers briefings on what to 
expect—with regard to the com- 
munist authorities and the pris- 
oners’ likely attitudes—and what 
topics and behavior to avoid. 
Because such trips were beyond 
the means of the families—and to 
keep the prisoners’ accounts from 
being depleted—DCI Dulles 
authorized the disbursement of 
Agency funds to the families 
through intermediaries for travel 
expenses, 22 


As the Agency’s point of contact 
for the families, Ben DeFelice 
held thousands of phone conver- 
sations over the years, especially 
with Downey’s mother. Mary 
Downey was strong willed and 
capable of lecturing the most 
senior government officials in 
every administration from Hisen- 
hower to Nixon on the need for 
the United States to do more to 
free her son. DeFelice reported he 
talked to Mary Downey at least 


22 Fecteau’s mother was upset by the sight 
of him in prison in 1958. Fecteau discour- 
aged her from coming again, so she never 
made a return trip. Fecteau’s father 
refused to go, fearing he would express 
anger at the Chinese authorities and 
make his son’s predicament worse. After 
1958, then, all trips were made by 
Downey family members. 


weekly, for up to several hours at 
a time. Costs of the calls were 
always borne by the Agency. 
DeFelice and other OP officials 
also wrote hundreds of letters 
and made dozens of visits to fam- 
ily members over the years. 


Release and Readjustment 


In the end, of course, this tragic 
tale becomes a happy one, with 
the men restored to freedom and 
the Agency continuing its 
extraordinary efforts to see these 
extraordinary men into ordinary 
retirement. Fecteau’s release in 
December 1971, and Downey’s 15 
months later, came about in the 
context of the warming of rela- 
tions between the United States 
and China. In particular, 1971 
was the year of “ping pong diplo- 
macy,” the lifting of US trade 
restrictions, National Security 
Adviser Henry Kissinger’s secret 
mission to Beijing, and the seat- 
ing of the People’s Republic of 
China at the UN. That fall, the 
two captives were taken to a 
Beijing department store—for 
the first time—for new clothing, 
including overcoats. Fecteau 
remarked to Downey that “either 
we are on our way out or we are 
going to stay in for another 20 
years.” 


On 9 December 1971, Fecteau 
was summoned to a tribunal, 
which informed him of his 
impending release. Asking about 
Downey, Fecteau was told that 
Downey’s case was more serious 
and that he would not be going. 
Fecteau was allowed to leave 
some of his belongings for 
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Downey, but because a guard 
stood all the while in front of 
Downey’s cell, Fecteau could not 
communicate with him. After a 
train trip to Canton, Fecteau 
found himself walking across the 
Lo-Wu bridge to Hong Kong. A 
British army officer gave him a 
cigarette and a beer, which he 
described as “incredible.” Fect- 
eau had served 19 years and 14 
days of his 20-year sentence. 


The CIA evacuation plan, which 
had existed since 1955, was put 
in motion and soon Fecteau was 
being examined at Valley Forge 
Military Hospital. His physical 
condition astounded the doc- 
tors,23 but his demeanor was 
extremely reserved—not used to 


23 Fecteau liked to joke later that his good 
health could be attributed to “19 years 
without booze, broads, or butts.” 


Downey 
crossing 
into Hong 
Kong and 
freedom in 
1973. 
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Prisoners in China 


Downey noted that the salute a British soldier tendered 
on his crossing into Hong Kong was the first act of 


dignity shown him in 20 years. 


interacting with people, he spoke 
in a low voice only when spoken 
to and preferred to have deci- 
sions made for him. Within days, 
however, he began opening up 
and taking charge of his new life, 
and soon he was back at work 
giving interviews on his experi- 
ence. Worried about Downey, Fec- 
teau was careful to say in public 
that he harbored no bitterness 
toward the Chinese people or 
their government. 


At the time of Fecteau’s release, 
Beijing announced that Downey’s 
sentence had been reduced from 
life imprisonment to five years 
from that date—a bitter disap- 
pointment both to the Agency 
and to the Downey family, partic- 
ularly his mother, by then in her 
seventies and in failing health. 
Despite the high-level talks and 
interventions, it was her severe 
stroke in early March 1973 that 
accomplished her son’s release. 
President Nixon’s appeal to 
Beijing on humanitarian 
grounds—together with his 
admission the previous month in 
a press conference that Downey 
was a CIA employee—led to his 
freedom after 20 years, 3 months, 
and 14 days in prison. He crossed 
the border into Hong Kong on 

12 March, noting that the salute 
he received from a British sol- 
dier at his crossing was the first 
act of dignity shown him in 

20 years. He arrived at his 
mother’s bedside the next day. 
Recovered enough to recognize 
her son, Mary Downey admon- 


ished him: “You're a celebrity 
now, don’t let it go to your head.” 


Getting on with Life 


Both men came home in good 
physical and mental shape, free of 
grudges, surprised at their GS-14 
rank and accumulated pay, 
stunned by changes in the Ameri- 
can landscape and culture, and 
grateful for what the Agency had 
done with their affairs. Both were 
restored to CIA’s East Asia Divi- 
sion as operations officers and 
underwent a series of debrief- 
ings. Hach received the Distin- 
guished Intelligence Medal for 
“courageous performance” in 
enduring “sufferings and depriva- 
tions, measured in decades, with 
fortitude [and an] unshakable will 
to survive and with a preserving 
faith in his country.” Fecteau also 
was awarded the Intelligence 
Medal of Merit for his conduct fol- 
lowing his release, when, in order 
to protect Downey’s chances for 
release, he refused lucrative offers 
from the media and publishers to 
tell his story. 


Both men, understandably, were 
interested in qualifying for 
retirement, but even with all 
their years in prison, they were 
short of the necessary 25 years. 
To make up the deficit, DeFelice 
made sure that both received all 


24 By mid-1973, CIA’s Far Hast Division 
(FE) had been renamed the East Asia 
Division (EA). 
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Prisoners in China 


The most enduring lesson is to make every day lived in 


freedom count. 


the annual leave they had accu- 
mulated over two decades—90 
percent of which had technically 
been forfeited but was now 
restored. OP also helped the men 
gain all the creditable govern- 
ment service due them—both had 
worked temporary jobs with the 
post office in the 1940s, and Fect- 
eau had served in the Merchant 
Marine for a year. The final trick 
up DeFelice’s sleeve was his ini- 
tiative, following the Pentagon’s 
example with its returning mili- 
tary POWs, to add one year’s 
“convalescent leave” to each 
man’s accumulated sick leave. 
This allowed Downey and Fect- 
eau to attend to their own affairs 
while drawing full CIA salaries 
for some time after coming home. 
Downey used the time to go to 
Harvard Law School, and Fect- 
eau worked on home projects, 
took care of his parents, and 
sought work as a probation 
officer. Fecteau qualified for 
retirement in 1976; Downey, in 
1977.25 


Richard Fecteau and John 
Downey have lived up to their 
desire to focus on the future and 
not dwell on the past. They have 
refused to make careers out of 
their experience and instead 


25 Fecteau’s Merchant Marine service 
allowed him to retire before Downey even 
though the latter had spent more time in 
CIA service. 
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have lived full lives since return- 
ing to America: 


* Downey became a respected 
judge in Connecticut, specializ- 
ing in juvenile matters. Now 
retired, he continues to take on 
cases as needed, working three 
or four days a week. The Judge 
John T. Downey Courthouse in 
New Haven is named for him. 
He married in 1975; his Chi- 
nese-American wife, Audrey, 
was born in Manchuria not far 
from where the plane was shot 
down. They have an adult son. 


¢ Fecteau returned to his alma 
mater, Boston University, as 
assistant athletic director, retir- 
ing in 1989. He reconnected 
with his adult daughters, who 
were two years old when he was 
shot down, and he remarried his 
first wife, who had kept him in 
her prayers while he was in 
prison. 


Both have maintained friend- 
ships with former colleagues and 
retain their sense of Agency affili- 
ation. 


DCI George Tenet brought 
Downey and Fecteau back to the 
CIA in 1998, 25 years after 
Downey’s release, to present them 
with the Director’s Medal. Their 
story, Tenet declared, “is one of 
the most remarkable in the his- 
tory of the Central Intelligence 
Agency.” On the occasion, Fecteau 
affirmed “This is still my outfit 


and-always will be,” and Downey 
declared “I am proud to be one of 
you.” Tenet spoke of their 
“extraordinary fidelity’—-words 
also inscribed on their medals— 
and told them: “Like it or not, you 
are our heroes.” Downey, speak- 
ing for himself and for Fecteau, 
replied: “We’re at the age where, 
if you want to call us heroes, we’re 
not going to argue anymore, [but] 
we know better.” 


John Downey, 22 when he began 
his captivity and almost 43 when 
released, is now 76. Richard Fect- 
eau, 25 when shot down and 44 
on his return, will be 80 next 
August. Their story, and the les- 
sons we derive from it, will long 
outlive them. Their experience in 
China teaches many things: the 
importance of good decisions in 
the field and the costs of bad ones; 
the ability of men to say “it’s not 
over” when life seems to be at an 
end; the resilience to get through 
a bad day—7,000 times in a row; 
and the strength gained from 
faith that one is still cared about. 
But their experience back home is 
also inspirational, for it teaches 
us that perhaps the most endur- 
ing lesson of all is the absolute 
necessity of making every day 
lived in freedom count. 


Studies in Intelligence Vol. 50, No. 4 


